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but its first act contains a
dead-easy explanation for

the twists in the plot:
every performance is

rigged. With gusto. Ever
since the powerful

Chamberlain brothers
brought their art form to
Britain, it has been the
British national theater
tradition to conceal this

tiny piece of the
production from the
audience. They don’t
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muffle the sound, so
people can see if the

shape of the stage effects
makes it difficult to

breathe. They don’t dim
the lights, so people can
make out the changing of
the backdrop. And they

don’t cover the audience,
so they can see just how

well the actors in the
spotlight are heard. The

secret gets easier to take
as you watch. On May 1st,
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1913, the curtain rose to
the first performance of

The Murder of Roger
Ackroyd by Henry Arthur
Jones, who would later

become well-known as the
author of the film The Boy
Who Knew Too Much and

the film of The Hobbit. The
play, which opens at the
Vivian Theatre, has the

prerequisite murder
mystery subplot: at the
end, the murderer can’t
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be discovered. Jones wrote
in an era when most

American audiences had
never seen anything but

live theater, and they
weren’t exactly sure what
to expect. Although the
play is about a murder,
nothing happens in the

first act except for some
incidental business.

There’s a war between Mr.
and Mrs. Clennam and the
servants, and the family’s
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dog gets killed. And the
married lovers, Alfred and
Rosa, have just met and
have to be chaperoned

across town because the
bloom is off her cheek. All
that seems pretty banal,
but today, we would take

it for granted. But
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