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EDUCATION PACK 

 
 

In this pack any quotes from the play will appear in crimson.  
 

Some parts have a warning attached for reasons of graphic content. 
The education pack is suitable for ages 12+ 
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Welcome to the education support pack to accompany our production of 
Sherlock Holmes and the Crimson Cobbles. The pack picks up and explores 
various characters and themes from the play through research and further 
exercises. This includes the infamous serial killer Jack the Ripper.  
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JACK THE RIPPER 
 

CONTENT WARNING 

 

Between 1888 and 1891, eleven women, mostly prostitutes, were murdered in the East End 
of London. At least 5 of these murders appeared to have been committed by one person.  The 
victims’ throats were cut and some of their internal organs were removed. In September 1988 
the Central News Agency received a letter from the purported murderer signed “Jack the 
Ripper”.  This name stuck. 

 

An abridged version appears in the play.  Here is the letter in full: 

 

Dear Boss, 

I keep on hearing the police have caught me but they wont fix me just yet. I 
have laughed when they look so clever and talk about being on the right track. 
That joke about Leather Apron gave me real fits. I am down on whores and I 
shant quit ripping them till I do get buckled. Grand work the last job was. I 
gave the lady no time to squeal. How can they catch me now. I love my work 
and want to start again. You will soon hear of me with my funny little games. 
I saved some of the proper red stuff in a ginger beer bottle over the last job 
to write with but it went thick like glue and I cant use it. Red ink is fit enough 
I hope ha. ha. The next job I do I shall clip the ladys ears off and send to the 
police officers just for jolly wouldn't you. Keep this letter back till I do a bit 
more work, then give it out straight. My knife's so nice and sharp I want to 
get to work right away if I get a chance. Good Luck. Yours truly 
Jack the Ripper 

Dont mind me giving the trade name 

PS Wasnt good enough to post this before I got all the red ink off my hands 
curse it. No luck yet. They say I'm a doctor now. ha ha 

 

Research:   
There were many hoax letters sent to the police and the press.  Why was this one felt by the 
police to be more plausible than the others? 
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Task: 
Here is a map with the different victims of Jack the Ripper and where they were found.  Can 
you put a date by each victim’s death? 

 

Discussion: 

Because Jack the Ripper has become such an iconic Victorian figure, and subject of so many 
plays and films, it is easy to forget that his victims were real people living difficult lives, women 
who dreamed and struggled like the rest of us.   
 
Why not pause for a second to remember them. 
 
Having done that, let’s think about why this crime excited the popular imagination as much 
as it did?  How did it influence culture and literature? 
 
Many historians and novelists have speculated as to the identity of Jack the Ripper, often 
purely for amusement.  Can you name any well-known people who have been implicated? 
 
The play, Crimson Cobbles, “solves” the mystery for us.  Who does it blame and how likely is 
its conclusion? 
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WHITECHAPEL  

in the 1880s 

 

The desolate streets of Whitechapel are among the most inhospitable, 

malevolent, woebegone thoroughfares west of Constantinople. Within 

a single square mile live 90,000 people, of whom 70,000 are women 

and children. In excess of 1,200 prostitutes work from no less than 62 

known brothels. Poverty and its constant companion, crime, are 

imbued in every brick of every building and in every face of every 

person. One questions why any decent person should descend into such 

a Hell, and why they should endanger themselves within such a 

villainous community of blackguards, vagabonds and rapscallions. 

 

Discussion: 

Have you been to Whitechapel in East London?  Do you recognise this description? 
 
Is this description melodramatic or accurate?  What do you think the playwright wants to 
achieve by describing it in this way? 

 

Research: 

 

Who lived in Whitechapel in the 1800s? What work did they have?  How many children?  
What was their life expectancy? 

 

Theatrical Sensation: 

 

Using only 3 actors (as in Sherlock Holmes and the Crimson Cobbles) and a great deal of loud 
enthusiasm, recreate the above description of the East End of London. 
Now try recreating your own home town or village in a similar way.  

 

Research: 

The media frenzy surrounding the Whitechapel murders brought attention to the conditions 
in the East End of London.  What changes were made after? 
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Discussion: 

Both of the photos below were taken in Dorset Street, Whitechapel.  The top one was taken 

in the 1800s.  What has changed since then? 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The drawing below is a cartoon which was published in Punch (a satirical magazine) on 
September 29th 1888 at the same time as Jack the Ripper was committing his crimes.  It was 
entitled “The Nemesis of Neglect”.  What do you think the creature in the cartoon 
represents? 
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MEDIA AND 

FICTIONALISATION 
 

The papers have done a truly awful thing. By calling a spade a 

lollipop, by calling the killer a monster, the perpetrator of these 

hideous murders is now no longer a real person who eats and breathes 

and wears clothes, but a devil, a phantom, a terrifying creation of our 

nightmares, a fiction whom it is impossible to apprehend because, in 

some very real way, he no longer exists. He does not eat or breathe or 

wear clothes. He has no collar that can be felt by the police. 

 

 

In the following pages are some examples of newspapers reports of the time.  

 

Discussion: 

What language is used to influence the readers’ perspectives on the murders? 
 
Are there differences in style?  Do the papers have different agendas? 
 
What are the similarities/differences to today’s way of reporting? 
 
Is the press still guilty of overdramatizing events nowadays?  If so, what are the consequences 
of this and can you think of specific examples. 
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London Daily Post 9th November 1888 
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The Guardian 10th September 1888 
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The Illustrated Police News 

22nd September 1888 

(The Illustrated Police News was one of the earliest British tabloid newspapers. Built around 
garish reports and still more garish illustrations, it focused on issues of crime and punishment in 

London to the exclusion of all else.) 
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LANGUAGE and CLICHES 
 

Holmes Of course it’s a real pea-souper. We reside in a Victorian 

London defined entirely by lazy literary clichés. It’s always 

a real pea-souper. 

 

Discussion: 

What does pea-souper mean? Can you think of any modern equivalents? 
What other clichés do we have about the Victorian era? 

 

Lestrade  We’ve hit a brick wall.  

Holmes  Literally? Or figuratively?  

Lestrade  Oh, I never knows the difference. Since the second girl was 

done, every Metropolitan detective has been working round 

the clock.  

Holmes  Literally? Or figuratively?  

Lestrade  Oh, I never knows the difference. We’ve been flat out.  

Holmes  Literally? Or figuratively?  

Lestrade  Oh, I never knows the difference. All I can say is that the 

floor of Scotland Yard is exceptionally cold.  

Holmes  It is a yard, after all. 

 

Discussion: 

Can you help Lestrade out with the difference between literally and figuratively? 
What figurative expressions are used above?  How would you describe their meaning to a 
foreigner? 

 

Theatrical Sensation: 

In one minute, how many other English “idioms” can you think of? 
Once you have collated dozens of these, write and perform a conversation with another actor 
using as many of them as you can.  
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FICTIONS AND LAYERS 
 

And so, by the same logic that it takes a thief to catch a thief, it 

follows that it will take a fiction to catch a fiction. Logically, what 

can Scotland Yard do other than to employ a fiction? To turn to 

Sherlock Holmes, the greatest detective the world has never seen! 

 

The writer Toby Hulse allows fictional characters to pass in and out of the play, confusing our 
sense of where fiction ends and reality begins just as the newspapers did in their reporting of 
Jack the Ripper.  The play itself is a layering of writer upon writer. 

 

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle who provided the character on whom this play is based, 

wrote over 50 Sherlock Holmes stories, starting in 1887.  He was also a physician and based 
Sherlock Holmes on a famous doctor called Joseph Bell. 

 

David Hastings who wrote the original short story that this play was based on has written 

several plays including One Small Step and the film Gray Friars Bobby. 

 

Toby Hulse adapted David Hastings’ original story into the play you see today.  As with his 

other plays he chooses to put a tiny cast through their paces, recreating impossible situations 
to hilarious effect.  Other adaptations include Around The World in 80 Days which Chipping 
Norton produced a few years ago. 

 

Robert Louis Stevenson is another Victorian writer and contemporary of Sir Arthur 

Conan Doyle. 

 

Task 

If you are a teacher, remove some bits of the following table and photocopy it. 
 
If you are a student, have a look at the following table of real and fictional characters.  Can 

you fill in the missing information? 

 

 

Discussion and Research: 

What connections can you find between the different people on the chart? 
Choose one of the people on the chart.  What can you find out about them?
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REAL OR FICTION   

 
 

Character Description Born/created Real/Fictio

n 

Sir Arthur Conan 

Doyle 
Writer of Sherlock Holmes stories 1859 Real 

Sherlock Holmes Detective 1886 Fiction 

Jack the Ripper Serial murderer 
Unknown – active in 

1888 
Real 

Dr Jekyll Scottish gentleman 1886 Fiction 

Robert Louis 

Stevenson 
Writer of Dr Jekyll & Mr Hyde 1850 Real 
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FORENSICS AND 

SHERLOCK HOLMES 

Holmes:  An examination of the footprints reveals that the killer wears 

size ten Micklehampton boots. A simple mathematical analysis of 

stride length and imprint depth in the mud leads us to the conclusion 

that he is approximately five foot ten, and eighteen stone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

DR JOSEPH BELL 

Sherlock Holmes was based on an 
eminent surgeon, Dr Joseph Bell who was 
Conan Doyle’s mentor at the Royal 
Edinburgh hospital.  Joseph Bell 
emphasized the importance of close 
observation in making a diagnosis. To 
illustrate this, he would often pick a 
stranger and, by observing him, deduce 
his occupation and recent activities. These 
skills caused him to be considered a 
pioneer in forensic science at a time when 
science was not yet widely used in 
criminal investigations.

Victorian police and doctors were limited in what they could use forensically to solve a 
murder yet the above extract (from a much longer piece) shows how conscientiously they 
noted down any details that might give them a clue to the murderer’s identity. 

 

Discussion 

Would these crimes have been solved if they had been committed now?  What evidence 
would be used to trace the murderer nowadays?  
 
One of the theories is the Jack the Ripper was a doctor himself.  Why do you think this is? 
 

Discussion 

Sherlock Holmes used many forensic techniques that were still not widely known about 
when Conan Doyle was writing.  Can you think of any in other Sherlock Holmes stories? 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forensic_science
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Task 
Sherlock’s lengthy deductions are often taken to ridiculous extremes by writers such as Toby 
Hulse. 

A cursory glance at the Inspector shows a large purple swelling on 

his forehead, undoubtedly the result of colliding with a hard object 

at some speed. Closer inspection reveals that the bruising is 

consistent with the distinctive Flemish bond pattern so beloved of 

builders in London.  

There is an involuntary oscillation in his eyes, which flick from left 

to right at a speed of precisely sixty beats per minute.  

And the state of the Inspector’s clothes indicates that he has spent 

considerable periods of time lying on the floor.  

All of which leads us to the inevitable deduction that, within the 

last twelve hours, he has hit a brick wall, and worked around the 

clock, flat out.  

See how much you can deduce about the character in the following picture and write a 
speech in the style of Sherlock Holmes to express it. 
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Task 

 
Game of Forensics 
 
If you are a teacher:  
 
Create a crime scene in the classroom.  This should include  
 

 A fingerprint 

 A Shoe 

 A bullet 

 Some gunshot residue 

 Some suspected arsenic 

 A trace of blood 

 Some DNA 

 A handwritten letter 

 A letter written in code 
 
Embellish the story of the crime in any way you see fit. 
 
At the corner of the room set up a Crime Laboratory. (You can explain that this is a figurative 
Crime Laboratory, as Crime Laboratories did not actually exist until 1910!) 
 
Explain that the students are all to play Sherlock Holmes working to solve a crime in the 
Victorian times.  They can choose (in teams) which pieces of evidence to use but will only 
receive a result if the method actually existed in the Victorian times or within Sherlock Holmes 
novels.   
 
Team by team they can choose a piece of evidence and take it to the crime lab to be analysed. 
You are the crime lab technician.  In return for the evidence, give them a card with the below 
information written on it.  They should read this to the rest of the class.  
 
If the method existed in the Victorian times then they will also receive a clue pertaining to the 
criminal.  (For example, one letter of a name of a student “murderer” in the class. I’ll leave 
that to you to devise.) 
 
At the end, using their highly attuned cryptology skills they should be able to solve the 
mystery. 
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FORENSICS CARDS 
 
 
 
A FINGERPRINT 
 
You get a clue.  The Ancient Chinese used 
fingerprints to identify business 
documents.  However, the first finger print 
classification system was not created until 
1892 and the current one was developed in 
1896. Conan Doyle mentioned this 
technique in Sherlock Holmes even though 
it was 11 years before Scotland Yard used 
it formally. 
 
A SHOE PRINT 
 
First used in court in 1930s.  However, you 
can have a clue because footprint analysis 
is actually featured in the first Sherlock 
story ever published. Within these 
narratives, Holmes uses this approach 
several times — analysing prints in clay 
soil, snow, carpet, dust and mud, among 
others.  
 
BULLET 
 
No clue.  But only 7 years too early.  Bullet 
examination, to connect a bullet to the 
murder weapon was created in 1895.  A 
microscope was developed to compare 
them in 1920s. 
 
GUNSHOT RESIDUE  
 
No clue.  When a gun is fired, residue exits 
the gun behind the bullet. Police use tape 
or a swab to lift residue off the hands of a 
suspected shooter. Then the forensics 
technician uses a scanning electron 
microscope to examine the sample. This 
would not have been around until the 
1970s. 
 
 

 
 
 
SUSPECTED ARSENIC 
 
You get a clue.  In 1836, a Scottish chemist 
developed a chemical test to detect 
arsenic.  
 
 
 
BLOOD TRACE 
 
No clue.  Blood classification and 
identification came in in 1930 
 
 
DNA  
 
No clue.  DNA was not analysed til the end 
of the 20th century using a system called 
PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction) 
 
 
 
 
HANDWRITING 
 
You get a clue.  Handwriting analysis was 
used widely in Conan Doyle’s stories. 
Holmes was able to deduce many details 
from the written word. By inspecting the 
pressure, angle, swirls and consistency, 
Holmes could tell the gender, class and 
maturity of the author.  
 
CODES 
 
You get a clue.  In the Adventure of the 
Gloria Scott, Holmes deduces that a 
concealed message lies in every third word 
of an original note. The use of cryptology 
— or the study of codes in addition to the 
art of writing and solving them — tends to 
feature prominently within these stories.  

http://science.howstuffworks.com/gun-roundup.htm
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THEATRICAL 

STORYTELLING 
 

Lusk   How did you get in here without opening the door?  

Holmes  I walked through the fourth wall.  

Lusk   Really? From where I am that fourth wall is completely          

  solid. 

Holmes  Yes, but not from where I am. Was. I am sorry to tell you

  that that fourth wall is a theatrical device.  

Lusk   I was wondering why it was so draughty in here. But, 

  dammit, you can’t go around breaking people’s fourth  

  walls like that.  

Holmes  I am Sherlock Holmes. I don’t hold with conventions. 

Research: 

What is “the fourth wall” in theatre and where did the idea originate? 

Toby Hulse’s stage directions are often as entertaining as the play itself.  Here is one: 

If this were a film, Holmes would throw the jar with such force and 

accuracy that it would strike Jekyll square on the forehead and kill 

him outright. There would probably be a slow motion 360° Matrix 

bit, as the jar flies through the air. And a Robin Hood: Prince of 

Thieves arrow’s eye view bit too.  

However, this is not a film.  

See what you can do though – the magic of theatre is a wonderful 

thing. 

Theatrical Sensation: 

In groups of three, show how you would act out this stage direction. 
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The Cast 

Alasdair Buchan | Sherlock Holmes 
Alasdair trained at the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School. Theatre credits 
include: Night Must Fall (Salisbury Playhouse); A Little History of The 
World (Watermill Theatre/Reading Rep); Urine Town: The Musical 
(Apollo Theatre); Richard III (Jamie Lloyd Productions); The Pride 
(Trafalgar Studios); The Two Gentlemen of Verona (Shakespeare at the 
Tobacco Factory); Charlotte’s Webb The Musical (Watershed); Macbeth 
(Lord Chamberlain's Men); GIT (Richmix); The Importance of Being 
Earnest (Redgrave Theatre); Newsrevue (Canal Café); A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream (Unicorn Theatre); A Clockwork Orange (Lost Theatre). 

Film credits include: Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone; Time: A Love Story; Lucky 
Jim. Television credits include: Casualty (BBC). 
 

Ben Tolley | Dr John Watson 
Ben trained at the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School. Theatre credits 
include: Pinocchio (The Dukes Theatre); As You Like It, Two Gentlemen 
of Verona, Stig of the Dump (Storyhouse); The Santa Trap, Here Be 
Monsters (Belfield Slater); Dusty (Charing Cross Theatre); Alice (Theatre 
In The Quarter); The Canterbury Tales (Guildford Shakespeare 
Company); As You Like It; Macbeth; The Changeling (The Tobacco 
Factory); The Snow Queen, A Christmas Carol (Theatre In The Quarter); 

The Wind in the Willows, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (The Lord Chamberlains Men); 
Dickens And The Great Operatic Disaster (Nuffield Theatre); Wind In The Willows (Sixteen 
Feet Productions); Dick Whittington (Gatehouse Theatre); Mysterious & Fantastical Tale Of 
The Salty Socks Of Dunkirk (Shanty Theatre Company); A Fistful of Dick Barton, Miss-Sign On 
(Croydon Warehouse); Dreamboats and Petticoats (national tour); Matilda And Duffys 
Stupendous Space Adventure, Pinafore Swing (Watermill Theatre); Peter Pan (Aba 
Productions). Film credits include: Captain Phillips. Television credits include: The Jury II; 
The Great Escape – The Untold Journey. 

Neal Craig | Pretty Much Everyone Else 
Neal trained at Manchester School of Theatre. Theatre Credits include: 
Lost Lending Library (Punchdrunk); Othello (English Theatre Hamburg); 
Chevalier D'ion (Menagerie / Hotbed Festival); Calculating Kindness 
(Undercurrent); The Snow Queen (Theatre by the Lake); Heartbreak 
Hotel (The Jetty); Swallows & Amazons (West End, Bristol Old Vic and 
tour); Hamlet (The Watermill Theatre); Owen Wingrave 
(Aldeburgh/Edinburgh International Festival); Pocket Henry V, The Reign 

of Edward III, Pocket Merchant, Pocket Henry (Propeller Theatre Company); 2401 Objects 
(National Theatre Studio); Beachy Head (Analogue); The Conspirators, Henry V (Orange 
Tree); Don’t Shoot The Clowns (Fuel);  Romeo and Juliet, Richard III (Oddsocks); The Duchess 
of Malfi (Lazarus Theatre Company); The Course of True Love (1623 Theatre Company). Film 
credits include: The Tree Inside, Lost A Girl, Laundry-a short cycle, The Boy With A Thorn in 
His Side. Television credits include: Emmerdale, The Girl’s Guide to Depravity (HBO), Raving 
Arizona, Locked Up Abroad (National Geographic); Odd One In (ITV); Coronation Street (ITV). 


