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THE CLEVELAND PLAY HOUSE: STUDY GUIDE

About The
Cleveland Play House

A Closer Look

The Cleveland Play House, America’s
first permanently established
professional theatre company, is an
artist-inspired producing theatre who
once had a core company comprised of
many of the nation’s most accomplished
theatrical professionals.

The Cleveland Play House serves its community through
the unique experience of live performances by telling
stories that are entertaining, relevant and thought
provoking, We are the region’s most vital forum for the
interactive exchange of ideas about the great truths and
mysteries of human existence.

Founded in 1915, the Play House is the oldest
professional regional theatre in the United States. Paul
Newman, Joel Grey and Jack Weston are among the many
actors whose careers began at the Play House, which
based
theatre educational programming. In the early 1900s,
Cleveland theatre featured mostly vaudeville, melodrama,

also operates the nation’s oldest community

burlesque and light entertainment, but a select group of
Clevelanders sought plays of substance on timely topics.
Together they formed The Cleveland Play House and
founded a home in a farmhouse donated by Cleveland
industrialist Francis Drury.

Ultimately, Drury helped fund its permanent home at
East 85th and Euclid Avenue. The original Play House
was built in 1927 to house two theatres. In 1949 the Play
House opened the 77th Street Theatre in a converted
church, which featured America’s first open stage — the
forerunner of the thrust stage that was popularized in

the 1950s and 1960s. In 1983 the 77th Street Theatre
closed and Philip Johnson’s addition to the original facility
opened, making The Cleveland Play House the largest
regional theatre in the country.
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What’s it about?

A Synopsis of Crime and
Punishment

Crime and Punishment takes place in the
1800s in Moscow, Russia. Raskolnikov,
a former student and impoverished
slum-dweller, is being interviewed by
police detective Porfiry about the death
of a money lender and her sister.

The money lender, Alyona Ivanova, lived near Raskolnikov
in the slum. She was a despised, greedy and tight-fisted
figure but her sister, Lizavetta, was kind, charitable and
loved throughout the neighborhood. In the course of the
police interview, it comes out that Raskolnikov had tried
to pawn some of his family’s heirlooms to the lender.
When pushed by Potfiry to explain why he would want

to pawn the items, Raskolnikov admits that he paid the
last of the money given to him by his mother to bury an
alcoholic named Marmeladov who had collapsed and died
in the street.

Raskolnikov attempted to pawn the items to help
Marmeladov’s daughter Sonia, a kind-hearted prostitute
who only began selling herself in order to feed and house
her family after her father disappeared. Raskolnikov’s
strange, feverish behavior and a paper he wrote as a
student in which he states that the law does not pertain to
certain special people who commit crime for the greater
good leads Potfiry to suspect him in the women’s murders
even though there is no hard evidence to support his
suspicion. Porfiry manipulates Raskolnikov into giving
away more and more information including that he,
Raskolnikov, believes he has every right to be rich.

After the interrogation, Raskolnikov becomes increasingly
desperate and feverish. He goes to Sonia and asks her
to read to him from the story of Lazarus. He begs her

to go away with him so that they can start anew and
become better people together. Pursued by remorse and
guilt, Raskolnikov relives the night that he killed Alyona
Ivanova. Her kind sister Lizavetta had interrupted him
in the act and so he killed her to escape being caught.
Raskolnikov is being eaten alive by the memory of his
wrongdoing, Porfiry arrives at his apartment to tell him
that another man has confessed to killing the women
but he knows that Raskolnikov did it. Porfiry urges
Raskolnikov to turn himself in for his own soul’s sake
and in order to receive a reduced sentence. Raskolnikov
first goes to Sonia and confesses to her that he killed the
women. She too urges him to confess for the sake of
his soul.

Will Raskolnikov confess? Will he find his lost faith? Will
Sonia remain with him even in the face of a sentence of
hard labor in Siberia?
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