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Deathtrap

A Thriller by Ira Levin

Directed by Elaine Herman

I went to go see a thriller entitled Deathtrap at the Long Beach Playhouse.  This was my second experience at the Long Beach Playhouse, the first one was about two years ago after my in-laws moved to Sacramento, leaving their season tickets to the playhouse for their children.  That was the first and last play that I have seen that was professionally done.  The Long Beach Playhouse is an intimate playhouse where the stage is in the middle of the audience; the audience surrounds three sides of the stage.  Each seat gives a different viewpoint of the action, but all seats are good seats.  Before the play began the house manager came out and spoke to us, telling us that there had been a flood earlier in the week, but they got things cleaned up because the show must go on.  She even asked if there were any in the audience whose first time it was at the Long Beach Playhouse.  She then went on to welcome them to the Playhouse.  It’s definitely a friendly setting.  I went to see this play on Friday, April 16 with my husband, Philip, friend Sarah (who ordered the tickets for us), and the fourth person was supposed to be Sarah’s boyfriend, but he chickened out at the last minute.  Instead an old girl friend from high school came with us.  Why is it that some guys refuse to do things that can be considered even slightly cultured?  Deathtrap is a play about a playwright named Sidney Bruhl, his wife Myra Bruhl, a young playwright named Clifford Anderson, a psychic neighbor named Helga Ten Dorp, and Bruhl’s lawyer, Porter Milgrim.  

In the beginning Sidney has received a play from a young playwright that had attended a summer seminar of his that was put on through the local university.  Sidney believes that the play is a great one and it will make a lot of money.  It has been a while since Sidney has had a good idea for a play; he hasn’t had much success lately.  Sidney jokes with his wife about killing young Clifford so that he can claim the play as his own.  Sidney even goes as far as to call Clifford up, tell him that his play needs a little work and that he will help him perfect it.  He also asks Clifford to bring the original play with him.  
The play Clifford has written is entitled Deathtrap.  Clifford has been house-sitting and that is where he typed the play up.  Sidney goes to pick up Clifford and bring him back.  Clifford has brought all his notes, outline, and the original with him.  Sidney and Clifford had a conversation about his play and all the weapons on the wall.  Sidney even has Clifford try on some handcuffs that he says belong to Houdini.  Clifford cannot get out of the handcuffs and he become suspicious.  He even makes up a line about how he is expecting a phone call from someone.  
Sidney chokes Clifford with a wire of some sort in front of his wife, Myra.  Myra is shocked and says that she doesn’t really even know Sidney.  Sidney had killed Clifford over the rug and he tries to drag him out by himself, but it is too much.  Sidney has his wife help him drag Clifford out and Sidney buries Clifford in the vegetable patch in the backyard.  A couple of hours later their psychic neighbor, Helga, comes over to their house.  She senses pain and predicts that a young man who wears boots will attack Sidney.  She also senses that a young woman with dark hair used it, but she was only pretending; it was really used by a woman in one of Sidney’s plays.  She predicts that a woman will use it again because of a play.  
After Helga leaves, Sidney and Myra are talking when all of the sudden someone bursts in through the French doors that led out to the back yard; it is Clifford, back from the grave and he attacks Sidney with a log!   He then goes after Myra, and she is pleading with Clifford, saying that Sidney couldn’t help himself.  She is backing away and she begins to feel pain, the pain of a heart attack.  
Myra dies from her heart attack and then Sidney gets up from the floor.  We now realize that Sidney and Clifford were in cahoots to kill of Myra through a heart attack; Clifford hadn’t even written a play called Deathtrap.  Sidney calls the doctor, but only after waiting to make sure that she cannot be revived.  Clifford moves in that night, they decided they would work together.  
This was the end of Act I, there was a 15 minute intermission where alcoholic beverages were available in the lobby.  On the wall was posted information about the flood and there was a donation box as well, it is definitely an close setting.  

Two weeks later Porter Milgrim came to discuss Myra’s estate with Sidney; it was much smaller than he had expected, the fact that they had been living off of her estate was apparent.  Porter met Clifford and noticed that Clifford locked up his desk when he left to go and buy groceries.  Sidney was told by Clifford that he was writing a play about the welfare office.  Sidney now becomes suspicious of Clifford and tries to break into the drawer.  When Clifford came back from the store Sidney tricked Clifford so that he could check out what he had been working on.  
Clifford had been writing the story of what had happened with him, Sidney, Myra, and Helga into play form, changing the names, of course.  Sidney was not happy with this at all, he thought that people would be suspicious of him.  He wanted Clifford to stop, but finally gives in; he even agrees to write Act II.  Clifford is home alone and Helga visits again in order to borrow some candles because a storm is coming; as Clifford goes off to get the candles she notices his boots.  Then Sidney comes home from visiting his lawyer.  He had Clifford checked out by his lawyer and he told Helga that he was going to let Clifford go.  Helga takes the candles from Clifford and then leaves.  
Sidney spoke to Clifford about the second act of the play that Clifford had been writing.  He starts to act out with Clifford to get a feel for it.  He tells Clifford that he had told him that he was going to let him go, and that he attacked him.  That is why he would shoot him, in self defense.  Sidney shot the gun, but Clifford did not die because he had replaced the real bullet that Sidney had put in previously with a blank bullet he had bought when he bought real bullets for another gun.  Clifford then tells of the second act that he has planned, including things that have just happened with him and Sidney.  He says that the second act will end after only two scenes with both of them dead.  
Clifford then has Sidney put on the other pair of handcuffs on with one cuff attached to the chair, then he goes upstairs to pack his things.  This pair of cuffs was the real pair of Houdini cuffs, and Sidney gets away easily.  Sidney goes after Clifford with a crossbow from the wall and successfully shoots him.  Sidney sets the scene to make it look like self defense.  Sidney calls the police and tells them that he has killed his secretary in self defense.  As he is speaking to the police on the telephone, Clifford gets up, takes the arrow out of his chest, and stabs Sidney several times with it.   It is the end of the second scene and both of them are dead, just like Clifford had said it would be.  
The third scene opens with Helga and Porter.  Helga is speaking about the fact that Sidney and Clifford had planned Myra’s death.  Helga and Porter thought that the story would make a great play.  They began to argue about whose name would be first on the playbill.  Helga grabs the dagger and begins to chase Porter with it.  Helga was correct; a woman would use the dagger because of a play and she herself was that woman.  This is where the play ended, each character coming out and chasing the others away with their weapon of choice.  

I thought that this play was an enjoyable one.  I knew it was going to be a mystery type play, but I hadn’t expected so many twists and turns, it was a pleasant surprise.  I also thought that it was neat that it was almost as if the playwright were in front of us, writing the very play that we were watching since they spoke of things that were supposed to be in the play and then they came true.  That was also a surprising feature of the play.  
I thought that the actors themselves did a good job.  I believe that they were convincing and there were minimal mistakes in speech.  There were only five actors in the entire performance with only two Acts.  The actors all were experienced ones, at least doing previous plays at other playhouses, most had performed in plays formerly shown at the Long Beach Playhouse.  The experience as a whole was definitely a good one.  Live theater is also much more personal than the movie theater.  Everything in the movies is perfect, but you cannot get right up close to the action and the actors or meet them if you’d like.  In the theater it would be much easier to meet those who starred in the production.  All of the action is right in front of you and things are not perfect since it is live action.  I would like to do it again, but the theater is an expensive habit for a college student; the Long Beach Playhouse does not have student discounts with the exception of student rush tickets that you can only get right before the play begins, the problem is: there is no guarantee that you can get a seat this way.  Someday I hope that my husband and I can be like my in-laws, they have season tickets to their local playhouse, and they have for a long time.  
