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Introduction
Evan Placey


Taking on a classic story that everyone knows is always going to be a daunting task. I was conscious, when working on my version of Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, that it was a process of reimagination, rather than simply adaptation. Not only was I writing for a new genre, but I was writing for a new generation. I wanted to preserve the heart of the novel whilst making a new work that would stand in its own right, and so it made sense to me for my play also to explore some elements of the story that Stevenson’s novel had not.


Revisiting the book I was struck by the invisibility of women. Aside from two fleeting characters in two fleeting moments, they don’t exist. They’re not allowed to be part of the story. And so I started to imagine what the stories were for the unseen women in the book and what the narrative would be like if a woman were to take the reins.


The repression of the female characters from the novel slowly became the main thing I wanted to explore in my adaptation – especially the idea that if society represses specific groups, they have to go to extremes to liberate themselves. My version came to be centred on a very different protagonist – Hattie, Jekyll’s bereaved widow – as well as the plight of women in Victorian times, and how the challenges that faced women then are still just as prevalent now.


I was first drawn to Jekyll and Hyde because I felt it had utter relevance to today, that it still spoke to contemporary society about the repressed desires we all have. I was also fascinated by the fact that today the science to unleash our own inner Hydes very much exists: the internet.


Dr Jekyll’s potion is now accessible to us all, through our online personas. Any of us can hide behind a screen and say or do as we like, exploring sides of ourselves we might not otherwise dare. I had questions about personal responsibility that I wanted to ask myself – and the audience: when is doing or saying as we like a positive act of freedom and maybe revolution, and when is it dangerous? Who decides what desires are acceptable? How culpable can our words be on our own – or others’ – subsequent actions?


Throughout the process of adapting the novel, I also kept asking myself why we keep returning to the classics. What do they tell us about our world today? And this very question has become part of the form of the storytelling in my adaptation, as Florence takes the story of Jekyll and Hyde and reappropriates it for herself. 


I normally plan a lot before I write – having a clear sense of the story, the shape, the form before I even write a word of script. But this one was different – it sort of evolved. I started writing thinking the whole play would be ‘Victorian’ and then I started consciously slipping anachronisms in – I didn’t yet know if they’d stay or why they’d be there, but I enjoyed the theatricality of them. And then I kept pushing them. I saw pop-up ads seeping through, and text-speak. And I realised I wanted not only to use the Victorian world to comment on today’s world, but actually go to today’s world. 


There were lots of passages and pieces of language from the novel that I really liked, and some of them made their way into early drafts of the play. Gradually, however, most of them felt unnecessary or overly poetic, so if they didn’t sound like they would come from a character’s mouth, they got cut. I really enjoyed the confession at the end of the novel, so I have my own version in the final scene of the play, and I loved the reveal to Lanyon, someone who didn’t believe in the science, so I’ve made my own version of that scene too. Most importantly though, I wanted to create a stage play which works within and of itself, not just as an addition to the novel.





Playing Style


I think the deliberately anachronistic moments work, for the most part, if you just drive through them. Don’t heighten them – they’ll do the work themselves. From the first – when Jekyll mentions the Gestapo, and Utterson queries it – just let it be the weird moment the characters feel it is, a short jolt, and then move on. Same goes for Josephine’s ‘glitch’. And play the truth of the text-speak. For example, when Gertrude says, ‘x x colon dash star’, she should play the meaning of that which is ‘kiss kiss kissy-face-emoticon’, rather than being robotic or odd about it. Let the audience do the work of ‘What was that?’, without the actors needing to point it out. Then, as the play goes on and these moments become longer in how they cut through, let them become bigger – by the time we get to the priest’s sermon, there’s no escaping or hiding that something is going on here as pop-up ads infuse his speech. The contemporary world is definitely seeping into the Victorian world from here on out, and so perhaps these anachronisms are heightened with light or sound. 


Once you reach the end of Act One – when we fully go into the contemporary world, the lines between the two worlds can be blurred. They feed each other. In the original National Youth Theatre production, directed by Roy Alexander Weise, the second act began in the police station and the police station never left the stage; rather the Victorian world would almost invade the station space/share the space. In whatever way you choose to realise it in your production, I think the text is inviting a different style to the storytelling in Act Two.
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Characters
in order of appearance


SALLY


HARRIET (HATTIE) JEKYLL/FLOSSIE HYDE


OFFICER ROSE


GABRIEL JOHN UTTERSON


FLORENCE, referred to as YOUNG WOMAN in Act One


ABBIE


GERTRUDE/GEORGIE, these roles should be doubled


IDA/IZZY, these roles should be doubled


MARTHA/MILLIE, these roles should be doubled


JOSEPHINE


DR MAXWELL


DR FINN


DR LANYON


DR TENNISON


LUCY


JUDGE RICHARD ENFIELD


TOMMY


PRIEST


DCI RENFORD


DC WILLIAMS


PAPERBOY


OFFICER RAY


JOHNNY


PROTESTORS, DENIZENS OF SOHO, MEMBERS OF A CHURCH CHOIR and CONGREGATIONS




Production Note


For the most part, scenes should rush into each other. If possible the set should reflect the doubling that happens in the play, so that things turn/shift/transform into other things. 


There should be lots of mirrors integrated into the set.


It’s also fine if things have a bit of a contemporary edge to the them – like a pastiche of Victorian society, or maybe become more contemporary as the piece goes on.


This is not ‘real’ Victorian society. Things don’t have to be exact, historically accurate – reasons for which will become clear in the story. It’s more important that they capture an essence or an idea of the time.


All historical inaccuracies (and there are several) can be blamed on me.


I’m imagining much of the piece is scored to bring in the gothic and heightened feel to it.


Other characters than those indicated on the page opposite can also be doubled, and many likely will, but it’s more that there’s particular resonance with the specific doubling already indicated.


It feels important that Florence/Young Woman does not double as anyone.




A Note on Punctuation


– is a cut-off, sometimes of one’s own thought with a different thought (not a pause or beat).


… is a loss or search for words.


A lack of punctuation at the end of a line means the next line comes right in.
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