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Critical Essay
On the 27th May my peers and I held a spoken word night at the Student Union Bar. Whilst I have some acting experience, I’ve never created and performed my own work before and so I was incredibly nervous about it. In the end, however, I believe that it was a great success as many of our friends turned up to support us and we each received very positive responses from our audience. In this light, I believe the choice to hold the event at the SU worked really well, because it is readily accessible to other students who, even if they hadn’t seen the posters put up around or the Facebook page for the event, came to the SU to drink and stayed to watch some of the performances. Thus, we ended up having a larger audience for our event than simply those who’d been invited.
	In the planning of the event, we were also meant to raise money for charity, not being able to ask for money ourselves. It was decided that Pen Cymru should be our charity of choice, seeing as it raises money for a cause linked to creativity and writing. Charlotte and Rose offered to email them and organise potential donations. In talking to Charlotte after the meeting, she said she felt anxious about handling the money personally, so I offered to help handle the money donated at the event - given that I am the treasurer for my society and am used to keeping track of large amounts of money. However, we ended up not having a charity to raise money for at all, as Pen Cymru did not reply to Charlotte’s enquiry in time for the event. If I were to do the event again, other than trying to contact the charity a lot earlier in order to give them enough time to respond to our enquiry, I would simply collect money and chose a charity shop on the high street of Lampeter to donate to or even donate the money to the SU in order to aid student well-being.
	During the planning stage, the theme of the night was narrowed down between “Dreams” and “Power”. Personally, I voted for power because, whilst Dreams could have also elicited really interesting responses from everyone, Power is a broad topic and I felt allowed for a greater variety in response. Some of the pieces that came from our topic were really dynamic and impressive. I loved Richard’s poem in particular, as not only was the language evocative and moving – like his description of people being “squashed” like bugs or herded like cattle – the message behind his work, of the power of anger and mob mentality, was incredibly impactful in of itself. I was pleased that he left the last line as “keep it calm, keep it peaceful”, as it was subtler and thus more affecting than the preaching tone he had adopted beforehand. It was a moving ending, performed with great emotion, making a very good end to the show.
	The inspiration for my own piece, ‘The Devil’s Drop’, is something that I came up with a while ago when listening to a song called ‘The Devil’s Resting Place’ by Laura Marling.[footnoteRef:1] Originally, the song inspired me to think about using the idea of possession as a metaphor for guilt, given the line “water won’t clean you” (Marling, 2013). I felt that the idea really worked with the concept of power and, in struggling to write the short story previously, a new narrative began to develop as I started to play with ideas for the setting and the narrator. In the end, there is an underlying impression of the original idea as the speaker promises Euphemia that she will believe that the devil walks the grounds, conjuring a sense of foreboding and suspense for what may happen to her as the piece progresses. However, as it is only the first part of a longer narrative the piece itself focusses more on the speaker’s character and her attempt to gain power over Euphemia, the dark beauty of the setting and atmosphere, as well as the underlying impression of the absolute authority of the narrator’s father over everyone in the household. [1: Laura Marling, The Devil’s Resting Place (Bath: Three Crows Studio, 2013) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ubdWPJSCbos [Accessed 3rd June 2022] Subsequent references to the source are given in the text as: Marling, 2013.] 

	The bleak atmosphere and setting of ‘The Devil’s Drop’ takes elements from Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw, which also includes the subject of apparitions terrorising a large house.[footnoteRef:2] I was particularly inspired by the passage in which the governess sees the ghostly apparition of Miss Jessel across the lake, sparking the idea for the apparition of the devil in the pine forests (James, pp. 40-3). Additionally, the governess’ fear of Miss Jessel and Peter Quint stalking the house to take the children was inverted in my own line “Only… if that had happened, it wouldn’t have been the Devil creeping towards her room”, as my own speaker hints that Euphemia should be far more wary of a very real threat from inside the house – her father - and not in the apparition of the devil (James, pp. 25-43). I also took inspiration from Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk by Nikolai Leskov, which inspired the atmosphere of the house itself.[footnoteRef:3] The description of Katerina’s house: “Everywhere was clean, everywhere was quiet and empty, lamps glimmered before the icons, but nowhere in the house was there a living sound or a human voice” instigated the description of the vast, dark emptiness of the stately home that the narrator of ‘The Devil’s Drop’ lives in (Leskov, chapter one). I specifically used the image of the lamps in Katerina’s house for the passage where the narrator, Euphemia and the maid climb the stairs in order to recreate the gloomy atmosphere of the house. [2: Henry James, The Turn of the Screw (London: Penguin, 2011). Subsequent References to the source are given as: James, followed by the page number.]  [3: Nikolai Leskov, Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk, trans. by Donald Rayfield and others (New York: New York Review Books, 2020) <https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Lady_Macbeth_of_Mtsensk/fAvLDwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0> [Accessed 3rd June 2022]. Subsequent References to the source are given as: Leskov, followed by the chapter number.] 

	I used Fingersmith for studying the conceptualisation of character – most particularly with the character of Maud.[footnoteRef:4] In her revealed state of being, Maud is an incredibly complex character, managing to evoke a sense of superiority and a resentfulness for the way she has been treated by the world and her uncle (Waters, 7-13). I wanted some of the underlying tension and rage Sarah Waters creates with Maud to seep through my own narrator as she speaks. I think that I achieved this well, as the line ‘She was just what he liked’, in which I wanted to evoke her underlying anger against her father, was picked up on immediately by Lyra, Richard and Wanda. Lyra also sensed the connotations of the father’s abuse of his daughter, and his not-so-innocent interest in Euphemia, which she said pervaded throughout the whole piece after that line. The father’s power over his daughter was also said to be skilfully done, as despite the fact that he never speaks, nor has any sort of character description, his power is felt throughout - which I was pleased with. [4: Sarah Waters, Fingersmith (London: Little Brown, 2002). Subsequent References to the source are given as: Waters, followed by the chapter number.] 

	My peers enjoyed most of the changes I made after being given feedback, yet in the dress rehearsal Lyra did not like the adjustments I had made to the end, thinking it felt too long. She liked ‘not to be ruled by me’ because it connected to the theme and the speaker’s sense of her own power, but she suggested cutting the paragraph in half. Though I originally really liked the line ‘I believe it was that which caused me to say what I said next with all the promise of what was to come, of what she had no idea of” for its anger from the speaker, and the sense of foreboding, I am glad I changed it as I managed to achieve the same effect by changing the last line’s ‘I said’ to ‘I promise’, hence getting the same sense of anger in a far tauter word count.
	During both the dress rehearsal and the actual performance, I also received feedback on my performance skills themselves. Being incredibly nervous during the rehearsal, I was told by Richard that whilst the modulation of my voice was done well, I was speaking too quickly and so lost a lot of the impact of my words - particularly in the single line: “Vulgar.” Sarah told me to enunciate, which is how I helped myself to slow down in the actual performance, lingering on the words (and regulating my breathing) in order to make sure that I kept to a steady pace. Additionally, Euphemia’s tone needed to be more differentiated from the speaker’s, so I practiced with varied tones in order to see what would work with her best. On the night, I managed to make the tone change varied enough by giving Euphemia a higher-pitched “simpering” tone versus the cynicism of the narrator. I was also told that I read with confidence, which was a great improvement on the dress rehearsal.
Whilst I really enjoyed Conner’s piece, and I understood why it had been moved to the first act of the performance, I have to admit I felt the original order worked a lot better. This is because I felt that my piece and Nis and Luke’s pieces worked really well all together, since we had similar supernatural or horror-esc themes. I do agree that Connor’s piece worked well with John’s, given the theme of character, yet it was still a shame to split up the other pieces up, due to the similarity of tone – though admittedly Nis’ was more comedic.
Overall, I believe that the night was a great success and that I will have more confidence in standing up and delivering a spoken word performance at future events. In this way, I also think it was a great learning experience in the art of advertising our own work through performance by allowing us to work on how to engage our audience through speech and body language on top of creating well-crafted poetry and prose. It will be great to be able to use these skills in the future to publicise my own work.
Bibliography
James, Henry, The Turn of the Screw (London: Penguin, 2011)
Leskov, Nikolai, Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk, trans. by Donald Rayfield and others (New York: New York Review Books, 2020) <https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Lady_Macbeth_of_Mtsensk/fAvLDwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0> [Accessed 3rd June 2022]
Waters, Sarah, Fingersmith (London: Little Brown, 2002)


Creative Piece
She came in summer.
Like the cornflowers and the delphiniums, she was just there suddenly, the next time I looked, as if pushed up from the earth during the heady nights.
Father introduced her as my “companion”, apparently the niece of some distant aunt I’d never heard about nor cared for. He said he thought I had been lonely and that she’d be nice company for me.
He knew I hadn’t been lonely. I’m never lonely.
She stood in that parlour, canvas bag clutched with dirty kid gloves, a stupid smile peering out from between hair like limp wheat and cheeks flushed like rose buds. She was just what he liked. Her jacket was wearing. I bet her mother had made her crinoline from scraps. Her name should have been something more common, like Sally or Nancy.
No.
It was Euphemia.
She was to have the room next to mine so we could share my dressing room. I didn’t dare argue. 
Father sent her upstairs to change. He sent me with her. We passed through the hallways and up the stairs, the maid before us lighting up the darkness with her lamp, casting shadows on the walls. When I turned my head at the corner of the step, I saw Euphemia running her grubby little fingers along the silken wallpaper.
How dare she.
She kept asking me all these incessant questions:
How long had I lived here?
All my life.
How many rooms were there?
I hadn’t counted them.
Did I like living there?
I’d never known any different.
“You don’t speak much, do you?” Euphemia remarked.
I could just feel the maid ahead smirk through the back of her cap.
It was a shame she just so happened to trip up on the last step. She was lucky, really, that she put her hand out so quickly to catch her fall. If the lamp had broken and she’d set the carpet alight, there’s no wonder what my father would have done to her.
Of course, Euphemia was so worried for her, pushing up past me, “Oh can I help you up? Can I do this for you, can I do that for you?”
God. She really had to be so virtuous, didn’t she?
I had the maid open her door.
Euphemia was a child, or so I thought - a child amazed by all that was mundane. It was such a big room, with a carpet, and wallpaper… on and on, as if she’d never seen the like of it before. She jumped onto the oak bed, the frame giving out a crack as she landed on the blankets and down. She didn’t even seem to care that the maid and I were watching her.
Vulgar.
She ran to the window next.
“Lor!” she breathed excitedly, irritatingly, surveying the flower gardens rolling down to the woods and reaching out towards the pine forests, the great trees half ablaze with the red of the setting sun.
“How tall are they?! Will we go there on our walks? Your father said you like to walk.”
“I don’t go out that far,” I replied, taking the lamp from the maid, and sending her away with that revolting canvas bag. It needed burning with everything in it.
I lingered by the door as Euphemia glanced back at me disappointedly from across the room.
“Oh, why not? It must be amazing to look up at them. I’ve never seen trees like it-” and she began talking of “home” or wherever it was she’d come from before. Evidently, she didn’t realise I wasn’t interested.
While she was talking, if that’s what it could be called, something occurred to me - something that actually stirred me, for once, into a kind of excitement. I was remembering a story that Nanny had once told me. Seizing a lull in Euphemia’s odious rhapsodising, I explained,
“I don’t go there, because they say that the devil walks the forest.”
I thought I’d failed at first. She smiled that stupid smile at me as I said it, as if I were the foolish one. It was as close to scoffing as I think she could have ever gotten.
“No he doesn’t.”
She stared at my expression, taken aback by my seriousness for a moment.
“Do you really believe that?”
“It’s a local legend that if you see the devil walking the grounds, or by the waterfall at the edge of the forest, you’ll be cursed with misfortune, and something will happen to your household within the year. That’s why-” I added, as that toothy mouth of hers began to let out another repugnant word, “- they call the waterfall the Devil’s Drop.”
There was silence for a moment.
I think the threat of my words was trickling from her ear and into her brain. The most satisfying thing about it was that that smile was gone. It had flitted into the cracks between the floorboards – the same ones that I knew would creak in the night and cause her to conjure up images of all that I had said. She’d hear the Devil stalking the halls, moving closer towards her room.
Only… if that had happened, it wouldn’t have been the Devil creeping towards her room.
But Euphemia was not so stupid as she looked. I’d misjudged that sudden sharp look of hers.
“You’re trying to scare me. I don’t believe you,” she answered, with mild contempt.
I think it was that abrupt change in her which incensed me more than anything else that evening. That decision of hers, despite her strangeness within my house, not to simply pander to me - not to be ruled by me.
“You will,” I promised, and grabbing the doorhandle I smiled, “Goodnight.”
And I shut her in without the light.
