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Hitchcock and hilarity comes to Triad Stage in “The 39 Steps”
by Bruce Buchanan for News & Record

Thursday, August 28, 2014

http://www.news-record.com/go_triad/hitchcock-and-hilarity-comes-to-triad-stage-in-the-steps/article_dcda3a04-2e4b-11e4-b53a-001a4bcf6878.html

GREENSBORO — If Alfred Hitchcock and Monty Python collaborated on a play, it might look a lot like “The 39 
Steps.” The play opens Sunday at Triad Stage, and starts the company’s 2014-15 schedule.

“The 39 Steps” is based on the legendary 1935 Alfred Hitchcock film of the same name (itself based on a 1915 novel).  
The movie is an edge-of-the-seat espionage thriller, but the stage production is played for laughs. The plot is essentially 
the same: A man attending a performance encounters a secret agent who says she is being chased by assassins. He then 
becomes the subject of a manhunt himself, as he desperately tries to stay alive and solve the mystery of “the 39 steps.”

The play takes the story in a slapstick, 
madcap direction. Four actors perform 
more than 150 roles, frequently 
switching characters multiple times in 
the same scene. That’s a tall order for 
any actor, but Andy Paterson and Sal 
Cacciato, both Triad Stage newcomers, 
say they are relishing the opportunity. 
“One of the biggest challenges is taking 
each of these 12 characters, in my case, 
and making them distinct,” Paterson 
said. Cacciato also says “The 39 Steps” 
is “the most physically challenging role 
I’ve ever had. ... There’s a lot of physical 
comedy.”

The Triad Stage crew has transformed 
the Pyrle Theatre stage into an old-
fashioned, two-tiered theater, and Cacciato and Paterson get to climb and jump between the levels. Paterson said they 
are drawing upon a wide range of comic influences — everything from Buster Keaton to Steve Martin — in putting 
together the scenes. The two say they quickly have developed a chemistry working together, which is notable because 
they only met at the New York City auditions for the show. Even there, they hit it off, Cacciato said. “There was an 
unspoken agreement that we were rooting for each other,” he said.

The actors say they are counting on a similarly instant connection with Triad Stage audiences. Both men say they were 
drawn to playwright Patrick Barlow’s script because it is intentionally vague. That gives the Triad Stage cast ample room 
to make the show their own. Even theatergoers who have seen the Broadway or London productions will find something 
new to enjoy at Triad Stage. Cacciato said the way they play a scene on a given night can depend on how the audience 
is reacting. “You can truly say that no two performances will be alike,” he said. “We need an audience that will play with 
us.” “The 39 Steps” also stars Brian Lee Huynh and Laura Woodward and is directed by Jen Wineman.

This News & Record arts coverage is supported by contributions to ArtsGreensboro’s Arts & Theatre Media Fund.

Contact Bruce Buchanan at brucebuc@bellsouth.net.



Theatre Review | “The 39 Steps”
by Matthew Lucas for From the Front Row 

Sunday, September 7, 2014
http://www.fromthefrontrow.net/2014/09/theatre-review-39-steps.html

While Alfred Hitchcock wasn’t really known for directing comedies, many of his films often contained an 
element of humor. This is especially true about his early British capers like The Lady Vanishes and The Man 
Who Knew Too Much, but perhaps most famous of all, in his 1935 espionage thriller, The 39 Steps. While the 
film isn’t a comedy, Hitchcock often displayed a lighter touch in those earlier pictures before turning to darker 
and more macabre subject matter in his more well known later period. That makes something like The 39 Steps 
ripe for comedic adaptation, which is just what playwright Patrick Barlow did for his popular stage version of 
the film.

Opening the 14th season at Triad Stage in Greensboro, NC, The 39 Steps is perhaps one of their most immensely 
likable productions yet. Featuring four actors, 150 characters, and lots of hilarity, The 39 Steps is a high energy 
farce that will keep audiences in stitches from beginning 
to end. The plot is much the same as in Hitchcock’s 
original; an innocent man named Richard Hannay 
(Brian Lee Huynh) gets tangled up in an international 
espionage plot when he meets a beautiful and seductive 
secret agent (Laura Woodward) on the run. But when 
she turns up dead, Hannay finds himself wanted for 
murder, and sets out to complete her mission before top secret information about Britain’s air defenses end up 
in foreign hands. His adventures will lead him to exotic Scotland, across speeding trains, in the lair of evil Nazis, 
and beyond, with countless characters deftly played by the immensely talented clowns - Sal Cacchiato and Andy 
Paterson.

In fact, the on screen hi-jinks are so sidesplittingly funny one could almost miss the fantastic set design by 
Timothy R. Mackabee, which feels like a throwback to the grand theaters of old, with its elaborate chandelier 
and red velvet curtains. As soon as you walk into the theater you are thrust back into a world of femme fatales 
and dashing heroes with slicked back hair and tumblers of scotch. But even with all tongue-in-cheek suspension 
of disbelief and self-aware, meta-theatrical humor (not to mention the clever references to other Hitchcock 
films), director Jen Wineman makes us feel as if we are a part of a very specific, very heightened world, and 
makes sure that the audience is always in on the jokes.

It’s telling that Triad Stage has chosen to kick off their 14th season in such a high spirited and entertaining 
way - it sets a very fun and accessible tone for the season to come, which will certainly feature plenty of more 
serious fare. But The 39 Steps has something for everyone, and is the kind of show for which many people go to 
the theatre in the first place. Here’s hoping this is a harbinger of things to come - a hugely enjoyable kickoff to 
another great season of theatre in the Triad.

THE 39 STEPS runs from August 31 to September 28 at the Pyrle Theater in downtown Greensboro. For more 
information or to purchase tickets, visit www.triadstage.org.

“The 39 Steps is a high energy farce that will 
keep audiences in stitches from beginning to 
end.”



Theater review: Triad Stage opens its season with thrills and laughter
by Brandon C. Jones for News & Record 

Sunday, September 7, 2014

http://www.news-record.com/go_triad/theater-review-triad-stage-opens-its-season-with-thrills-and/article_f86b6e40-3626-11e4-98c4-001a4bcf6878.html

The wind is unforgiving as it whips pass the brawling men atop a speeding train, moments before entering 
an approaching tunnel. Their epic leaps from various compartment cars and slow motion combat would be 
cinematically suspenseful if weren’t flat-out hilarious. The train is comprised of two large luggage chests on 
a considerably sparse stage, and the actors feverishly shaking the backs of their costumes cleverly create the 
illusion of being wind-blown. Therein lies the comedic brilliance of Triad Stage’s nonstop laugh production of 
“The 39 Steps.”

Adapted from the John Buchan novel and Alfred Hitchcock’s 1935 movie classic of the same name, playwright 
Patrick Barlow parodies film noir thrillers with this heightened satirical melodrama. True to form, and in many 
ways an homage to Hitchcock’s distinct style, “The 39 Steps” is packed with dramatic plot twists, seductively 
mysterious femme fatales and innovative low-budget props.

The plot — mostly unaltered from the film — chronicles the dashing Richard Hannay, a Canadian bachelor 
residing in London, as he is swept into a world of espionage and murder. Falsely accused of a crime he did not 
commit, Hannay must go on the run to clear his name and prevent treason that threatens Britain’s security. The 
experience is filled with numerous over-the-top characters and cumbersome situations — hence the train fight.

Brian Lee Huynh, as Hannay, is handsomely captivating in his depiction of the protagonist. His comedic 
timing, pretentiously enunciated diction and numerous 
facial expressions are delightful to watch. Huynh is 
able to execute the abundantly physical role with 
unquestionable ease and precision.

Laura Woodward is nothing short of exquisite in her portrayals of Annabella Schmidt, Pamela and Margaret. 
Clearly a quite competent actor, Woodward shines with her ever-evolving dialects and ability to seize every 
opportunity to milk a laugh. It is on Woodward that the exceptionally well-done costuming of Melissa Trn really 
standout.

However much of the weight of the production’s success falls upon the shoulders of Sal Cacciato and Andy 
Paterson as Clown 1 and Clown 2. These masters of character acting depict an uncountable number of 
characters with mere second-quick changes and unfathomable levels of energy. The running gag of their 
clownery never once gets old and is reason enough to see the production.

Director Jen Wineman brings a tightly executed piece of hilarity to Triad Stage. When a director’s clear vision is 
coupled with a creative team as capable as Timothy R. Mackabee (scenic design), Jesse Belsky (lighting design), 
Gabriel Clausen (sound design), and then supported by such a spectacular cast, it is very difficult not to have 
magic on the stage.

If Triad Stage’s “The 39 Steps” is any indication of what the company has in store for audiences this season, then 
the triad must brace itself for brilliance.

“...a tightly executed piece of hilarity...”



STEP LIVELY Triad Stage’s first show of its Greensboro season is a hilarious, slap-stick murder mystery.
by Lenise Willis for Yes! Weekly 

Wednesday, September 10, 2014
http://yesweekly.com/article-18756-step-lively.html

When Patrick Barlow wrote The 39 Steps, a stage adaptation based on Alfred Hitchcock’s film, he certainly 
anticipated a lot more movement than that from the actors. In performing the high-energy comedy, Triad Stage’s 
actors obliged with swift, chaotic and hilarious leaps.

To kick off its 14th season, Triad Stage channeled the last drifts of the young, carefree and zany energy of summer. 
A hilarious romp through a spy novel, The 39 Steps, directed by Jen Wineman, combines a light plot of murderous 
mystery with the creativity of improv and the oh-so-appreciated “simple” humor of an “SNL” skit.

In the play, a bored Richard Hannay takes home a beautiful secret agent with a thick accent, only to find her 
murdered the next morning. On the run from a foreign power called The 39 Steps, Hannay runs into a slew of 
characters as he seeks the man with a missing finger.  Sal Cacciato and Andy Paterson as Clown 1 and Clown 2 
were a tornado of hats and costumes in this past Friday’s performance as they portrayed more than 100 characters. 
Their exhausting performance, resembling a typecast personality disorder, had them switching in and out of roles so 
quickly and seamlessly, that I can’t imagine how they remembered who they were at any given moment. The most 
telling sign of their talent was the fact that they brought each character to new life even though they literally switched 
hats right in front of the audience at times. Within a split second, they had to make me believe and invest in a new 
character — and I did each time. (Sometimes it put my brain in a pretzel.)

Actually, all four actors delivered a high-energy performance and by some miracle managed to not collide on stage 
amidst the chaos. Brian Lee Huynh (Richard Hannay) and Laura Woodward (Annabella/Pamela/Margaret) 
showed off their nimbleness and slap-stick humor as they tried to make a get-away while handcuffed. Woodward 
also did a magnificent job keeping a straight face while speaking in exaggerated Russian and Scottish accents.

I can also bet that it was Melissa Trn’s ingenious costume designs that made the role juggling possible in the first 
place. Sometimes the costumes were luxurious, like the secret agent’s beautiful ball gown. Sometimes they were 
simple and easily transformed. The set design, created by Timothy Mackabee, kept me bouncing along with the 
actors’ energy too. Although the framework was an elegant and lavish red and gold theater with box seats and a 
chandelier, the center of the stage was simple and constantly evolving while the actors created makeshift props as the 
story went along. My favorite improvised prop was a car created on demand. When the actors needed to drive the 
subjects to the police station, they realized they didn’t have a vehicle. So they made one out of a luggage bag and two 
chairs. The lighting crew took over the rest for a simple but unexpected surprise. Throughout the play, in fact, there 
were quite a few playful surprises, including a white backdrop curtain and puppet silhouettes.

The slap-stick and skit-styled humor was further exasperated by calculated unpreparedness. The actors made 
the stage crew a fifth character by talking to them when a set piece failed to materialize or a sound effect flopped. 
Honestly, the first time the phone continued to ring after the actor had picked it up, I thought it was a terrible 
blunder. But as the play continued, I realized it was the playwright’s sense of humor.

Overall, the play isn’t deep, and that’s OK. Don’t go expecting a delicious murder mystery that slowly unfolds into 
the big “ah ha” moment. It’s just plain fun and crazy — something you can veg out to at the end of a long day. I, for 
one, appreciated that brain break and enjoyed laughing more than thinking.



A comedic Hitchcock tribute comes to Triad Stage
by Jordan Green for Triad City Beat 

Wednesday, September 10, 2014
http://triad-city-beat.com/a-comedic-hitchcock-tribute-comes-to-triad-stage/

The 39 Steps, the taut 1935 thriller by Alfred Hitchcock, cemented the director’s future. It’s ranked the fourth 
best British film of the 20th Century by the British Film Institute, and attracted notice in the United States, 
paving the way for Hitchcock’s arrival in Hollywood four years later.

As a cultural artifact of interwar Britain, The 39 Steps reflects a justifiable paranoia about German espionage and 
aspirations for global domination. Even though the film features a classic Hitchcock protagonist who is unjustly 
hounded by the authorities, it’s a little more innocent and uncomplicated than the film noir tradition that would 
take shape during World War II.

Playwright Patrick Barlow’s theatrical adaptation of The 39 Steps — first for a limited 1995 production, then for 
the West End in London in 2005, soon followed on Broadway — pared the cast down to four actors playing all 
the characters, including, in some instances, male actors portraying female characters. The result is non-stop 
hilarity, with actors changing character before the audience’s eyes.

Stunning cinematography and witty 
dialogue in the original film allow viewers 
to suspend disbelief about a story of 
the protagonist’s journey to Scotland 
to clear himself of murder charges by 
exposing an international espionage ring. 
And while the play maintains fidelity 
to the narrative established in the film, 
the quick role changes and limited stage 
props deconstruct the storyline, revealing 
exactly how improbable the whole thing 
is. Fans of Hitchcock know that his films 
are embedded with layers of meaning, 
rewarding close watching. And fittingly the 
theatrical adaptation is loaded with references to other Hitchcock movies, including a riveting sequence that 
foreshadows the director’s 1959 spy thriller North by Northwest — an American movie with strong thematic 
resemblance to The 39 Steps.

All of these elements in the play set up a funhouse of madcap slapstick for the theatergoer who comes along for 
light entertainment, and enjoyment of a more bracing intellectual variety for the discerning audience member.
The cast in the Triad Stage production of The 39 Steps, under the direction of Jen Wineman, pulled off the 
gambit with tight precision and rollicking interpersonal chemistry during the Sept. 5 premiere in Greensboro, 
which also inaugurated the theater’s 2014-15 season.

Brian Lee Huynh, making his Triad Stage debut along with the other two male actors in the production, cuts a 



dashing figure as protagonist Richard Hannay, using just the right amount of delay in the delivery of his lines to 
skewer the pretension of the original role. Laura Woodward, portraying all three female characters, particularly 
shines as the tragic international agent Annabella Schmidt, where her exaggerated facial expressions of alarm 
and personal dramatics pay comic tribute to early silent films.

Andy Paterson and Sal Cacciato provide nonstop comic locomotion, portraying sets of characters — clowns, 
Mr. Memory and his emcee, train passengers, goons, a Scots farmer and his wife, a Scots innkeeper and his wife, 
on it goes. Paterson is particular entertaining as the droll Mr. Memory, a music-hall showman with a freakish 
ability to recall trivia — and reportedly one of Hitchcock’s favorite characters. Cacciato’s voicing is impeccable 
as Professor Jordan, embedding a treacherous Third 
Reich accent within a whinnying, high English 
affectation. The immediate impression given by his 
performance is Dr. Evil, the character played by Mike 
Myers in the Austin Powers film series. That’s fitting 
because Dr. Evil is a parody of the classic James Bond 
villains, who in turn owe a debt to Professor Jordan as 
portrayed by Godfrey Tearle in the 1935 film. More 
playful deconstruction of the conventions of 20th Century cinema.

The transformation from cinematic drama to theatrical comedy is particularly enlivening in the Forth Bridge 
scene, with the actors crawling over trunks to depict a chase on an immense span of steel girders. Naturally, 
it’s hilarious rather than enervating. Likewise, when the characters use freestanding windows and doors to 
dramatize Hannay’s visit to the Scots farmstead to bring to life a personal triangle of conspiracy and suspicion.

For much of the second part of the story, Hannay and Pamela, one of his female counterparts, are handcuffed 
together and pretend to be married as they go on the lam after escaping a police car. As a dramatic plot device 
in the 1935 film, the handcuffs contribute an opportunity for cool humor in the face of awkward circumstances, 
with Robert Donat and Madeleine Carroll providing a template for future onscreen chemistry between 
Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall. In reality, the notion is pretty ridiculous, as demonstrated for maximum 
hilarity, when Woodward attempts to remove her stockings and Huynh’s hand flops marionette-like on her 
thigh.

There’s certainly an element of silliness in the Triad Stage production — or, for that matter, any of the previous 
theatrical adaptations — of The 39 Steps. But the resourcefulness and adroit maneuvering required of the actors 
as a result of the play’s minimal stagecraft ultimately translates into audacity.

“The resourcefulness and adroit maneuvering 
required of the actors as a result of the play’s 
minimal stagecraft ultimately translates into 
audacity.”


