Jekyll and Hyde Reflective Essay
I was so excited to have the chance to perform Jekyll and Hyde, since it is a musical I greatly admire and I view the book by Robert Louis Stevenson as a masterpiece ahead of its time. I relished the opportunity to explore the show further and its themes and characters. I was thrilled to be given the roles of Emma Carew and Nellie, since Emma is a role I have always been eager to portray and the two completely contrasting characters allowed me to explore the theme of dark and light, a pivotal aspect of the plot. Jekyll and Hyde is such a well-known story with a profound underlying message, so I appreciated the challenge to bring this narrative to life: “the meaning of The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and all of the story's artistic design thus continually carry us back to the idea that humanity is, in the end, synonymous with the struggle of good and evil” (Egan,1966, p. 32).
The musical is loosely based on the 1886 novella The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson.  It was conceived for the stage by Frank Wildhorn and Steve Cuden with music by Frank Wildhorn, book by Leslie Bricusse and lyrics by Frank Wildhorn, Leslie Bricusse and Steve Cuden. It is a rock musical fused with elements of genres that came before:
“The influence of rock music is evident in many musicals that are closely related to operetta and Golden Age musical drama… As rock musicals have expanded their range of subjects and tine periods, physical characterisation has had to incorporate both the customs of the time period or culture being written about and the conventions of rock music. For instance, Jekyll and Hyde asks us to accommodate both the formality of Victorian England and the rock musical aesthetic” (Deer and Dal Vera, 2021, pp.287-292)
Wildhorn and Cuden wrote the score in the 1980s, creating a demo recording in 1986, but it was not produced on Broadway due to financing. The show was re-written by Wildhorn and Leslie Bricusse and a world premiere took place in 1990 in Houston, Texas. It broke box office records, played to sold-out houses, and won acclaim from critics resulting in the run being extended twice.  It then embarked on a national tour of the United States in 1995 prior to its Broadway debut in 1997, which was unfortunately met with less success:  
“Frank Wildhorn’s Jekyll & Hyde came out of a period of wildly successful musical adaptations of classic works of literature, with the Cameron Mackintosh-backed Les Misérables and Phantom opening in 1985 and 1986 in London. The musical adaptation of Stevenson’s story has its own long and varied history, which included a number of demo and concept recordings before the release of Jekyll & Hyde: The Complete Work – The Gothic Musical Thriller in 1995, culminating in a critically- and financially-underwhelming Broadway production that ran from 1997 to 2001” (Suggs, 2013, pp.23-24)
Jekyll and Hyde is set in Victorian London at the end of the 1880s. In the Victorian era, religion was incredibly important. Many people believed that God created the universe, therefore the principles and the word of the Bible must be followed. Due to society's interest in religion, people were afraid of scientific developments. Charles Darwin wrote the Origins of the Species in 1859, however it was banned due to its theory that God had not created the universe as described in the Bible. Consequently, people were cautious of science and its developments. In Jekyll and Hyde, the fear of scientific development is shown through Dr Jekyll's scientific experiments and how everyone fears them:

“The musical theatre’s dramatisation emphasises the juxtaposition between medical orthodoxy and advancing experimentalism in the Victorian period, thus shaping Jekyll as an overreacher whose ideals clash with the restrictedness of the moral and ethical tenets of the period. In the prologue, Sir Danvers Carew describes Henry Jekyll as “a seeker of truth”, but it must be noticed that the protagonist of Wildhorn’s musical is not only the representation of Victorian’s faith in medical progress through experimentalism, but also the personification of a more recent discourse on human rights whose popularity increased to peak in the 1990s when the musical was written and produced” (Cutolo, 2017, p. 44) 
In our production, we have employed the genre of steampunk. Steampunk is a type of science fiction that combines retrofuturistic ideas and motifs inspired by Victorian industrial steam-powered machinery. It can also be seen as mocking stuffy traditions, which is a theme prevalent to the musical:
“History is another element of streampunk fashion. During the nineteenth century, the industrial revolution, global exploration and dramatic welfare transformed the face of the globe. Inspired by these real-life events and by the periods heightened sense of possibility, steampunk fashion embodies the dreams of the era while infusing grit and romance into our modern design. Like a two-faced coin that signifies this quickly changing historical era, steampunk fashion is also about highlighting contradictions. Metalwork and leather combined with satin and lace. Warm browns and creams mix alongside vibrant colours. Bustle skirts and tailcoats fit in with gritty shirtsleeves or ripped fishnets. Bowlers, top hats, pageboys, pith helmets, and aviator caps adorn the heads of men and women alike in a shared sense of play. The luxurious corset complements full length dresses, flaunting sexuality while preserving modesty” (Gleason, 2013, p.9)
There are a variety of themes present in Jekyll and Hyde, such as: scientific development; good vs evil and the duality of human nature; nature and the supernatural; friendship and loyalty; appearances, repression and reputation; violence; lies and deceit; curiosity; religion and gender. These are all themes present when the novella was written but also appropriate to society today:
“The musical takes a number of pressing issues from the 1990s – anxieties about class advancement, institutional abuses in the case of the church, etc., all subsumed under larger questions concerning class and sexuality – and changes Stevenson’s story so that we have a Jekyll & Hyde that is truly of our time, while also remaining true to the major adaptations that have come before it” (Suggs, 2013, p.36) 
Class is particular theme that is highlighted in the musical. The song Façade fights the inequality of Victorian England with the message that everyone is equal on the inside. Furthermore, the scenes in the Red Rat Dregs portray those struggling to live in contrast to the wealth of Jekyll and the Carews. Jekyll is very aware of the imbalance of society:
“Compared to his predecessors, Wildhorn’s Jekyll is far more confrontational in his approach and more eager to dismiss his high-bourgeois surroundings. The “Board of Governors” scene positions Jekyll against the very “tradition-bound society” … Far from being fleshed out in their own right, the characters who make up the board of governors instead represent the stuffy anti-scientific, higher-class traditionalism that seeks to block Jekyll’s vision” (Suggs, 2013, p.25)
Gender is a theme explored in a new light in our version of the musical. In the novella by Robert Louis Stevenson there are very few female characters and the ones that do exist are minor and insignificant. When the musical was created, the roles of Enma Carew and Lucy Harris were added to address the balance:
“The addition of females in the story gives a stronger, more interesting, and frankly, more relatable meaning to an otherwise male-driven tale” (Beck). Although Stevenson’s novella includes female characters, the role they play often reflects their station in life and at times the inclusion appears as an afterthought. Beck continues, “though a lack of female characters is fitting for the novel’s setting, a musical without a leading lady would leave much to be desired, and Wildhorn wisely gives Jekyll a fiancée, Emma, and adds a prostitute named Lucy, with whom Jekyll [and later, Hyde] becomes infatuated with” (Beck)... Although Stevenson’s original novella has clearly influenced exploration into various realms of research—science, religion, psychology—the necessity to include strong female characters in the musical adaptation adds a deeper dimension to the piece and opens the door to broader analysis” (Ion, 2021, pp. 13-14)
In our production, Evie and I were conscious to portray them with strength, since Lucy stands up for herself and her dreams to Hyde and the other prostitutes. Moreover, Emma will not sit silently and let Jekyll neglect her without speaking her mind. Mared’s interpretation of Gwenny and Susan Stride are also examples of strong women with power who will not be pushed around by men. The most significant example of our version reversing the gender inequality is the fact that Hyde was played by a female. Hyde is the most powerful character in the show, feared by everyone and causes Jekyll’s deterioration. This completely counteracts the Victorian stereotypes of women being the weaker gender, whose place in society was to be dutiful wives and mothers.
I relished the opportunity to play the role of Emma Carew and to bring my own ideas to the table. Often Emma can be played as a one-dimensional character whose sole purpose is to be the doting fiancée of Jekyll. She is seemingly content to be in the background and continually wait for him to notice her. I wanted to create a person with much more spine and fire who is not afraid to stand her ground. She is the only child of Sir Danvers Carew and comes from a wealthy background. Her mother has died so she is very close with her father, and he is reluctant to lose her. She often feels that her father treats her like a child because of how protective he is of her. She is refined and dutiful but not afraid to speak her mind. She is extremely loyal and supportive of her fiancé, Henry Jekyll, but becomes more and more frustrated with his neglect of her. Her father does not believe Jekyll is good enough for her, so she constantly has to reassure him of Henry’s worth. She is intelligent and admires Jekyll’s passion for his work until it creates a void between them. She is essentially the opposite to Lucy in all things - Emma is the “light” to Lucy’s “dark”:
“Throughout these adaptations, Jekyll’s fiancée is never merely filler, a convenient character to emphasize Jekyll’s conflicted state. Although she is mostly subservient to her father, she has some agency – thanks in no small part to her social standing – and exercises that agency in expressing her love for Jekyll, which is portrayed as intensely as his love for her. The tragedy of these adaptations is that Jekyll’s fiancée is endlessly patient and loyal to Jekyll” (Suggs, 2013, p.13)
To enhance my character development and understanding, I used Mike Alfred’s models of beliefs and objectives to assist me (Alfreds, 2007, p.58). For Emma, life is exciting because of her engagement to Jekyll, and she is looking forward to their life together. She finds men to be controlling since her father is extremely protective of her and Jekyll keeps pushing her away against her will. She finds women to be disregarded since her father does not listen to her reasonings and Jekyll will easily place his work over her. People are conflicted because there are always arguments occurring, especially between her father and Jekyll. Emma is hopeful because she sees the best in Jekyll and believes that the differences between them will eventually be resolved and they can live together in harmony. Emma’s super objective is to develop her relationship with Jekyll since he is the love of her life, and she wishes to resolve any problems they have so they can enjoy a happy future together. The main events that take place throughout Emma’s storyline are Henry proposing to her, Jekyll refusing to see her, breaking into Henry’s lab, and Jekyll’s death. This shows the gradual deterioration of Emma and Jekyll’s relationship as the musical progresses, from her elation at becoming Henry’s fiancée to her heartbreak of him dying in her arms at the conclusion of the story. What I found particularly poignant was the reprise of the duet “I Must Go On” from Act 1 Scene 2 sang by Emma alone while Jekyll is dying. At the beginning it was communicated with a hope and an anticipation for the future, but this time Emma is trying to be strong for Henry and comfort him while his life is fading away before her eyes with no hope left of their life together.
I enjoyed being given the chance to play Nellie as well as Emma, since she is the complete contrast to her in every way.  Nellie is a prostitute at the Red Rat Dregs and has been working there for a long time, so is older and more experienced than many of the girls. She has fully accepted her fate and despairs of Lucy’s unrealistic dreams of a better life. She has a child she must support as well as herself. She has known nothing else and understands all the tricks of the trade. She is loudmouthed, confident and brash and popular with the clients at the Red Rat. I tried to highlight the difference between my two characters in voice and physicality with Nellie speaking in a cockney accent, slumping in her chair, and strutting around the Red Rat. In contrast to this, Emma speaks in an RP accent, has immaculate posture, and is always dignified. In terms of singing voice, Emma has a clear classical soprano voice and Nellie is a gritty alto and I employed more speech quality for this role. For Nellie, life is tough because she has to work as a prostitute to get by with minimal pay – this is highlighted in the song “Girls of the Night”. She finds men to be cruel because of how Spider treats the girls and also the clients they have to deal with at the Red Rat. She finds women to be resilient since the girls must put up with so much in their line of work and also come up with ways to acquire money on the side. People are unequal since she is resentful of those who have money and power compared to all those who struggle to get by, like herself. Nellie is resourceful since she knows how to play the part and make money and has worked her way to the top. Nellie’s super objective is to make enough money to live comfortably since she has lost all hopes of a better life and is just trying to make the most of the one she has. There are not many events that take place in Nellie’s storyline, since her life remains very static and monotonous with not much differentiation from day to day. The main events for Nellie are the introduction of Hyde to the Red Rat and Lucy’s frustrating need to always be talking about her hopes and dreams. Another event for Nellie would have been Lucy’s death, however I could not be a part of that because of conflicts in multi-rolling with Emma. This would have had a profound effect on Nellie as a character though, since even though she found Lucy aggravating at times, Nellie cared about her deeply and her insistence for Lucy to forget her dreams was because she had Lucy’s best interest at heart.
Working with Kevin McCurdy was a rewarding experience and I learnt so much from him, particularly the art of stage combat. Kev led us in rigorous physical workouts every day to increase our fitness and to prepare us for the demands of the stage:
“The realistic stunt in stage combat is about 50 percent illusion, 45 percent acting, 3 percent reality and 2 percent bump. To be able to carry out the illusion, the actor must be in good physical condition. He or she should begin each day’s class with 15 minutes of exercise … to develop flexibility, strength and quick reflexes” (Kezer, 1995, p.3)
Every director has such a different style and what I struggled to adjust to was immediately moving from singing through the songs for the first time into blocking them. This made me feel overwhelmed and bombarded with information and annoyed at myself for not being able to perform it perfectly straight away. I prefer to know the music thoroughly before I focus on the acting and this taught me that I should not care about getting the notes right and just focus on the character. I found this particularly difficult when we were learning the quartet “Your Work and Nothing More”, since there was so much to think about, and we were all getting frustrated. However, we then practiced the song together independently to enable us to feel more confident with it. What I have learnt from this is to not get in my own head and let the acting guide the song right from the beginning, not just the music. In the future I will prepare the song more thoroughly in terms of objectives and character analysis so even while I am learning the notes I can understand the meaning behind the song fully. 
Another difficulty I faced with this show was my quick costume changes, particularly in Act 1. This made me feel incredibly stressed, especially since I could not practice the changes until show week when we had our costumes. What particularly worried me was that both dress rehearsals had an invited audience, so I had to get my changes right straight away. Thankfully Seb, the costume designer, was there to help me backstage which made a huge difference. I have learnt to not panic when it comes to costume changes and when you react calmly rather than hurriedly it is more time effective. With the nature of our costumes being corsets and long skirts, this made the changes even more difficult but once we worked out a system and an order it made them a lot less stressful. In the future I will trust myself and those helping me that we will be able to work as a team to make the changes work and I will try to practice them more often before the shows.
In conclusion, I learnt so much from this experience and Jekyll and Hyde definitely pushed us all as actors and as singers. It was also a great opportunity to collaborate with the first years as our ensemble, as it is always exciting to work with new people. Watching them grow from their own personal journeys was so gratifying too. It was a very rewarding experience to play two completely contrasting characters and to try and use everything I have learnt this year in classes to enhance my performance. Kev pushed us all physically to achieve things we did not think we would be able to and his expertise in stage combat taught us a completely different side to musical theatre that we had not explored before.
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