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Final Production – Jekyll & Hyde

In this essay I am going to reflect on the process and creation of our final production Jekyll & Hyde. Before discussing this I first needed to understand the plot and background of the musical thriller. The Jekyll & Hyde musical was based on the book ‘The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde’ written by Robert Louis Stevenson, the lyrics by Leslie Bricusse, and music composed by Frank Wildhorn. Jekyll & Hyde is a tale of an epic battle between the good and evil within each human. The musical follows a brilliant doctor (Jekyll) who experiments with the human personality in order to save his father, who is clinically insane, which then leads to the creation of an evil counterpart from within known as Edward Hyde or in our case Eleanor Hyde. After learning this I did some research into my character Jekyll and this is what I found;
“Dr. Henry Jekyll is a brilliant, exceptionally well-educated physician. Behind the mask of his stellar reputation, Jekyll is an eccentric, tortured person. In his free time he pursues his interest in the occult and mystical realms of scientific knowledge.” (www.owleyes.org, n.d.)
Also knowing that the actor that plays Jekyll would also play Hyde I looked into dissociative identity disorder. Dissociative identity disorder also known as DID used to be know as multiple personality disorder, someone with DID would mentally feel the presence of other identities each with their own names, voices and images of what they perceive themselves to look like, “The main symptoms of DID are: memory gaps about everyday events and personal information having several distinct identities”  (NHS, 2020)
The last thing that I wanted to research was about the insane asylums around the 19th century to see why Henry Jekyll was so adamant on getting his father out, “Practices included bloodletting, restraints, and isolation. Patients endured physical punishments and sometimes cruel experiments” (Stephen, n.d.)
In the first week of the process, we did a read through of the musical, this is where I got my first impressions and the first glimpse into the character and how much I had to learn and prepare. Something I found really difficult was our director telling us to forget everything we’ve learnt and to just act, the reason I found this so difficult was because I caught myself falling into a default where I would try to rely on my Meisner technique where “The goal of the Meisner approach is for the actor to not focus on themselves and instead concentrate on the other actors in the immediate environment.” (Wikipedia Contributors, 2020) and my Stanislavski work “through preparation and rehearsal, the system aims to create an emotionally expressive and authentic performance.” (masterclass, 2021) in this week we also spoke about costumes and overall appearances. From the beginning Kev had an idea of what he wanted to do with mine and holly’s hair, he knew that he wanted to see similarities between us, the decision was for Holly to have cornrows with brown hair intertwined and for me to get a couple of braids on one side of my hair with blonde intertwined, but after Holly refused, we had to have an open discussion about what we would do with our hair and how we could show we were the same person.
In week 2, I started working on my act 1 songs with Chris Fossy, through this I found many challenges. One of the major difficulties, was my range, being a tenor attempting to sing songs made for a baritone was hard for me, I found myself straining the lower notes or adding too much breath to compensate for not being able to hit the notes which resulted in me losing my diction. This was not ideal as I had many songs to sing in this register, to help with this Chris decided to change the key of my song ‘Lost in the Darkness’ after doing this, I realised that if I could not adapt my voice for a role, I would only be able to play a certain selection of roles. I wanted to do anything I could to be able to develop my skillset, in order to portray Dr Jekyll in the best way possible. I began to look back on our previous ‘Estill’ work to technically fix my voice, instead of falling back into my old habits and self-doubting. As the weeks progressed, I kept the work up attempting to sing in my lower register, at home I would do exercises that would help train my voice to reach lower notes such as descending scales down to a vocal fry or humming downward arpeggios. This definitely helped as I was able to sing my other songs with more conviction and confidence than before.
In the third week of rehearsals, we began work on the second act. I found this act to be more physically draining as Jekyll was starting to lose control of himself and needed to appear beaten and tired, this meant I had to have physicality calls with the director so I could clearly demonstrate the difference between first act and second act Jekyll. Within these calls I would work on the transformations, these were draining as Kev spoke to me about imagining the worst pain I have ever felt, multiplied by 100%. I reflected back to a time when I had my head shut in a car door.  I applied these notes when transforming into Hyde but also on the transitions back into Jekyll. Sometimes I found the transitions back into Jekyll more tiring as I had to let my body be weak and show the decay in his health. Another challenge I faced was working with Holly as Hyde, one reason was because when we started work on ‘Confrontation’ we had to change the key of the song 12 times to suit her vocal quality which was difficult for me as I was not able to learn from the original recording, meaning that Chris had to make me a specific track to listen and learn from. This challenge enabled me to adapt to someone else’s needs whilst also attending to my own. Another challenge that arose was that she wouldn’t fully perform in our fight scene when rehearsing which meant I had to adjust to how much she was giving me, whereas during tech week she gave it 100% and ended up injuring me from hitting me in the ribs with the gun, from the little effort she gave in rehearsals I couldn’t pre-empt the effort she would give during tech which led to the injury. I approached this issue by talking to Charly our SM developing my communication skills and the ability to voice my opinion confidently and when necessary, which led to us re-blocking the fight, solving my issues.
As I mentioned before, week three is where the ensemble were able to join us, this was difficult as there were certain scenes that we couldn’t do without them, such as ‘Board of Governors’ which is a scene where I have a massive chunk of dialogue as I wasn’t able to fully run until this week, I was worried that I would not be able to do it. This helped me strengthen my ability to learn lines before blocking a scene which is something that I have struggled with throughout my years at WAVDA.
In week four we had finished blocking and started doing some rough run throughs of the show this is where I realized I didn’t know my lines as well as I thought, this is something I found really held me back during the runs, I couldn’t connect with the character as I was too focused on trying to remember what came next especially with my dated paragraphs as they were all very similar with very few differences, this taught me that I needed to try to relax into the lines and to trust myself more. Playing this character really helped with this as there was a lot of time that I was on stage alone and couldn’t rely on other actors to help me out of a difficult situation. 
As week five quicky came around we were now in tech and production week, this was the first time we got to act in the space, it came clear very quickly that the space dampened sound and that even though I thought I had reach the biggest sound I could make, it was going to have to be even bigger to ensure the audience could hear everything I was saying, this was obvious in scene 4 in the Red Rat Dregs with an interaction between Evie and myself. Even though we though we were being loud and clear enough for audience members we received the note of how we were falling into “TV acting” to correct this we had to understand how to project this intimate scene to ensure it still felt real and authentic, as the tech carried on and we ran the scene more we found a happy medium where the scene still felt intimate but we had enough power for audience to hear us clear enough. 
	Something else that we had to look at whilst teching the show, was how fast we could get from the balcony to the main stage mid scene, without it seeming like too long of an interval, such as in scene 7 whilst having a discussion with Nico, I request for his character to deliver letters and have to quickly get down the stairs to give them to him. To help with this, Tom would be stood at the entrance to the main stage with all three of my letters in hand so that the move would look seamless. Another one that we had to make a quick fix to, was after scene 5 with Nico on the balcony I had to get downstairs to sing Now There is No Choice. To quickly fix this Kev suggested that we add 2 bars of music before the song started to give me enough time to get there. Something that really helped with these quick changes was that we did circuits with our director twice a day everyday leading up to the performance. 
Throughout the process I had many difficulties, and I am very grateful for how Kev and Charly helped me with these situations and adapted to my needs. At the beginning of the rehearsal process, I had an educational conversation with them both about my ADHD. Having this conversation with every director and stage manager benefits me in the long run as I can talk to them about my needs from them. I verbalised to them how I can get easily distracted and that there may be days where I get overstimulated by having to process too much information. To help with this Charly started bringing in fidget toys that I could have whilst blocking scene but also when Kev was giving me notes, this helped me bring my attention back into the space as it was allowing my body to move without becoming too distracting for other scene partners. Looking back, there wasn’t much we could do about me getting overstimulated, but Kev was understanding enough that after receiving too much information I was able to excuse myself from the room and take some time to process the notes that I had received. 
	 Something that I really struggled with in the first week was separating life outside and inside of the rehearsal room, this is due to having a newborn baby at home. This led to complications of learning lines and being able to have downtime outside of university (where I could give myself time to process). This also led to difficulties of being present in the room, as I would be tired or extremely drained coming in. To work around this, when I got home, I would take care of my baby and have downtime from university, but then in the evening when my baby was asleep, spare some time going over certain scenes that I felt less confident with, so that I wouldn’t burn myself out trying to think about too much at one time. Towards halfway through second week of rehearsals I had fell into a comfortable routine where I was able to separate my life into two modes work and relaxation, which led to me being more present when I was in rehearsals. 
	Another aspect that I struggled with was my accent, there was several times working through scenes that Kev would talk to me about how my accent would make me drop at the end of sentences which meant it would drop the intensity of the scene. This meant that I really had to fight against the default of my accent to ensure that it would keep the drive of the scene and make my scene partner have to push harder to top what I have given them. To help with this I referred back to my accent work with Emma to see where my voice naturally sits and how I could place my vocal qualities further forward. This led to me having a mixture of English and Welsh qualities in my voice, which helped me embody Jekyll as I felt more upper-class with this accent.
	As I mentioned in a previous paragraph something that took a toll on me was the transformations from Jekyll to Hyde. Throughout the musical I had to do this three times, once after This Is the Moment, the second being in act two scene two, and the final one being before Confrontation. Even though I was steaming every night after getting home, my voice could not endure the strain that I was putting it through to carry out the show. I found that during tech and production week this was most apparent as my voice would get dry extremely quick, and it started to become croaky and dull. This is something that made me nervous as throughout the show I had many songs to sing, I ensured that I drank plenty of water, continued steaming and even taking medication to help with sore throats. The action of losing my voice was something that I dreaded, as selfishly I care about how my voice comes across to an audience. Because of this I have learnt to relax into a situation out of my control but have also strengthened my ability to act my way through a song and not to be too conscious of how I sound.
In conclusion, performing the role of Henry Jekyll has been a memorable and transformative experience. This Character offered me the opportunity to play with the human psyche, employing me to explore the themes of good, evil, morality and identity. The challenge of only playing one half of this multidimensional role, was an amazing experience which allowed me to focus on the decay of a human mind and getting solely to focus on Jekyll’s internal struggles and decent into madness. Getting to play this role with Kev McCurdy’s directing and cuts to the scrip was interesting as I felt it left no room for actors or audience members to breath, the strong impactful punchiness of the acting made it so each of us were topping the line said before us which resulted in over the top acting and very little realism, which is contrasting to previous productions we had done, where we would focus on the connections between actors and the realism. I can see the benefits of both but ultimately prefer solidifying connections and going off instincts. Overall playing Jekyll has made grow as an actor and has really opened my mind to different interpretations of how multiple people can perceive a single character so differently. Getting to play with the journey and physicality of a character that goes from a higher-class scientist to a tormented soul is a role that has left an impactful mark on me, and my hopes are that my portrayal of Jekyll has allowed audiences to reflect on the balance between the good and evil nature that exists within each and every one of us.
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