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Jekyll and Hyde Reflections:


During this essay I will be considering the process I undertook during the rehearsal period of “Jekyll and Hyde”. I will be discussing how my research into the show aided me during rehearsals, with focus on original productions being set in 19th century London and how the musical mirrors Jekyll’s internal struggle, highlighting the era’s social constraints and double lives. I will discuss the mixed critical reviews, and how the musical’s dramatic score and powerful performances have consistently captivated audiences since its debut, leading to numerous revivals and adaptations worldwide. Alongside this, how my research into the original context of “Jekyll and Hyde” deeply informed my portrayal of Hyde, emphasizing his departure from societal norms. By embodying Hyde’s scandalous nature through deliberate physical choices, I aimed to evoke the same disgust and confusion in modern audiences that Hyde’s victims would have felt. Under the guidance of our director, Kev McCurdy, I overcame initial self-doubt through his collaborative and dynamic directing style. Kev’s fitness sessions, personalized directing methods, and rapid pace in rehearsals boosted my confidence and allowed for early memorisation, enhancing character development. His adaptable approach fostered a supportive and efficient rehearsal environment, crucial for our success. Finally, I will be reflecting on my experience in creating the character of Hyde. I found valuable insights in Russ Harris’ "The Confidence Gap," particularly the technique of Engagement, which helped me stay present and overcome self-doubt while portraying Hyde. Ultimately, throughout this essay I will discuss how this rehearsal process has taught me the importance of thorough research, flexibility in performance, and the power of focused direction; skills I will carry with me, confident in my ability to tackle complex and demanding roles.
Based on Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1886 novel, “Jekyll and Hyde” was conceived for stage by Frank Wildhorn and Steven Cuden in 1990. Exploring the duality of man through Dr. Henry Jekyll, and his malevolent alter ego, Edward (or, in our production Eleanor) Hyde, the musical curated “instantaneous success with audiences and critics alike” (www.imagi-nation.com, 2017). Originally directed by Robin Phillips, “Jekyll and Hyde” premiered at the Alley Theatre in Houston, Texas, in May 1990, before making its way to Broadway in 1997. Phillips was known for his innovative approach to theatre, making large contributions to both classical and contemporary works such as “Richard III” at the Stratford Festival in Canada. Phillips was celebrated for his ability to bring depth and nuance to his productions, making him an ideal choice for directing “Jekyll and Hyde”. His expertise was creating atmospheric and emotionally resonant performances, which helped bring the musical’s complex emotional themes to life. The musical is set in 19th century London, an era “marked by social constraint in public, and the double lives which many people led as a direct consequence of these mores” (Tuschman, 2023). The setting of the musical mirrors Dr. Jekyll’s struggle with his darker self, Hyde, allowing the battle between good and evil to not only be shown in these two characters, but also in the world surrounding him, emphasising Dr. Jekyll’s need for answers, highlighted in his ballad “I Need to Know”. Critical reviews of numerous “Jekyll and Hyde” performances have been mixed. Whether it’s a revival, Broadway or West End production, critics are in disputes of praising its dramatic score and strong performances, “It’s a big, loud rock opera and it makes no apologies for itself. Nor should it…” (Kennedy, 2013) and its apparent ‘inconsistencies’ in the book, with “a few glimpses of unfettered emotion” which “cannot sustain a two-hour-plus parade of shrill melodrama” (Gardner, n.d.). However, regardless of the ambivalent reactions, I believe it is important to note the musical’s consistent success. Having been adapted for both Westend and Broadway audiences, numerous revivals, including a revamped US tour in 2012, and an Australian concert version in 2019, the musical continues to prove its success, enticing new audiences to fall in love with its heart-wrenching story and reflective characters, since its opening 33 years ago.
Due to this research conducted during the rehearsal process, I was able to use this to my advantage whilst collaborating on the show. One significant way in which I did this was using my research on the era the musical was set in. During the 19th century, the social restraints meant peopled lived double lives. This historical context aided me in developing my character. It prompted me to push further in portraying Hyde as even more scandalous and outside of societal norms than I had been doing during the first few weeks of rehearsal. I did this because Hyde’s character epitomizes a complete departure from societal norms, even by today’s standards. Having the knowledge that the original production was set in 19th century London and people had to lead double lives due to society being stringent, I knew Hyde would have been an absolute enigma. To convey this effectively to our audiences, I made bold choices during rehearsals. I incorporated actions such as hissing at other characters, growling on certain words during my songs, and perfecting a menacing walk with the aid of our director Kev McCurdy. These deliberate choices aimed to evoke the same feeling of disgust and confusion in our modern audience, that Hyde’s victims would have experienced. By doing so, I hoped to create a parallel to the original production. This approach not only honoured the historical context of the show, but also, I hope, deepened the impact of Hyde, ensuring a powerful and resonant performance. Researching into a show’s original context was a massively helpful technique in developing my understanding of “Jekyll and Hyde”. Upon reflection, I only wish I had done my research earlier in the process, to help in combatting self-doubt in the early stages of rehearsals. As I go into the industry, I aim to fully contextualise every show I work on next. During the process of “Jekyll and Hyde” I have learnt that I am much more connected and invested in the show when I surround myself with a deeper knowledge of its context, not just surface level knowledge. 
Another way in which the research I had done during the rehearsal period aided me, was having seen the reviews of previous productions. As mentioned previously, reviews of “Jekyll and Hyde” have been mixed, however, one thing that stood out to me was the consistency of glowing reviews for the actor who played Jekyll/Hyde. Due to the dual role being played by one actor, critics praise the actor on the complexity of the character, some saying the actor “fully unleashes his powerful pipes in the dual roles of the mild-mannered scientist and his rampaging alter-ego” (Scheck and Staff, 2013), further emphasised by “a sweetly geeky Dr. Jekyll, unleashes his ponytail into the medusa-like mane of a believably fiendish Hyde. His rock tenor sounds bright as Jekyll and then darkens and turns a tad guttural as Hyde...” (Sommers, 2013). Having read these, I knew I had a big task on my hands. I aimed to create the dramatic contrast between the two characters, whilst still trying to represent that Zak and I were supposed to be the same person. I wanted to meet the audience’s expectations of the drastic contrast between Jekyll and Hyde, knowing they would not have been as forgiving if the standards were not met, as neither Zak nor I had the challenge of dual rolling. I believe I achieved this contrast using distinct body language differences, particularly in the “Confrontation”. Zak’s body language was lower and frailer, whereas I stood tall and confident. This was further highlighted in the fight for the gun, where we shared the same squatted position, reminding the audience that this was a physical representation of an internal battle, played by two actors. Although I am fully aware that no two actors can play one role the same, I found it very inspiring to read previous reviews of the role I was playing, and I believe this is something I can take with me in my career as a performer. As a naturally competitive person, reading how the role I am playing could be improved is very insightful and motivating to me as an actor, this is not something I had done before, however I found it very influential. It is important to note, I am keeping in mind that you can never make everyone happy and, more than anything, if I am following my director’s orders, no number of reviews will matter. 
Reflecting on my experiences throughout the process of “Jekyll and Hyde”, I find myself considering the skills I gained and the lessons I learnt from the directing style of our director Kev McCurdy. I can recall, before work had begun on the creation of the show, an overwhelming sense of uncertainty towards the show. I believe this sparked from a place of self-doubt due to the fact I had never worked on show like “Jekyll and Hyde” previously, with its gothic, pop-opera style, I felt extremely out of my depth. Alongside this, during the months prior to rehearsals commencing, I had been suffering with frequent anxiety and panic attacks, both of which I have battled with for many years, however, living in a new environment made them trickier to manage. Ultimately, this left me feeling downhearted and like I had ran into obstacles before we had even begun. However, this feeling was worked through and reassured once work began with our director, Kev McCurdy. I believe it was Kev’s collaborative directing style, quick actioning of scenes, emotional support and high energy spirit, that gave me the excitement and motivation I was searching for, to be successful in the show. Mike Alfreds claims that “setting the tone of every rehearsal is [the directors] responsibility” (Alfreds, 2007, p.314), I believe Kev really reflected this during our time working with him. One way in which Kev was able to set the tone of our rehearsals and aid me to work through my uncertainty and self-doubt was through his fitness sessions every rehearsal. With such vast industry experience, Kev made it plain how fit we all needed to become to be able to keep up in the industry. To do this, every rehearsal Kev would lead an hour-long fitness session. Although to begin with, I think we all struggled with our stamina and questioned if we would be able to keep up, by the second week, we had all noticed an increase in our stamina and fitness levels, being able to complete two rounds of circuit training, in comparison to the previous week, barely completing one. This helped in combatting my self-doubt as it gave me a confidence boost in my abilities to develop my fitness quickly and become more resilient. I know I am going to take this with me as I grow as a performer, continuing to develop my stamina, knowing that doing fitness training aids in improving my confidence and raising my mood.
Following on from this, during rehearsals, Kev employed slightly varied directing styles, tailored to each of us, creating an environment where we felt comfortable and supported under his guidance. This personalised approach enabled us to perform our roles to the best of our abilities. Through this process, I learned the importance of flexibility in directing, echoing Stanislavski who stated, “every director has his own approach” “but it must not be set in stone” (Stanislavski, 2015, p.4). Kev's adaptability in his directing methods taught me to be equally flexible, enhancing the collaborative dynamic created in rehearsals. Kev often worked with us in small groups or one-on-one sessions, which significantly reduced the pressure of achieving perfection on the first attempt. This was particularly valuable for me as I tend to be a perfectionist. His unique and individualised approach to the rehearsal process was unlike any I had experienced with other directors. By working quickly and in focused sessions, Kev managed to block the entire show within the first two weeks of our five-week rehearsal period. This rapid pace was possibly due to our limited rehearsal time, but it proved to be highly effective. The fast-paced energy Kev created in rehearsals left little room for overthinking, which encouraged us to be off-book very early on in the process. This early memorisation allowed us to move away from the distraction of scripts, giving us the freedom to focus more on character development and the nuances of our performances. Kev’s method ensured that we were well-prepared and confident as we progressed, minimising stress as we approached opening night. Moreover, Kev’s approach created a sense of urgency and discipline that was invaluable. The initial intense pace meant that we had a solid foundation to build on, giving us more time to refine our character work and detail the scenes in the latter stages of rehearsal. His adaptability not only helped us individually but also strengthened us as a cast. Each session under Kev’s direction was a learning experience, where his flexible yet focused methods provided a rough framework, which we could explore and develop our characters fully. In essence, Kev’s directing style, highlighted his flexibility and intensity, which was instrumental in our rehearsal process. It allowed us to navigate the challenges of the production efficiently, making a productive and creative environment that was crucial for the success of each of our roles and the overall performance.
Looking back at the rehearsal process for "Jekyll and Hyde," I am so grateful for the opportunity to portray Hyde. If someone had told me at the start of my studies—or even before I was cast—that I would conclude my Masters by playing one of musical theatre’s most infamous villains, I would have laughed in disbelief. I knew the rehearsal process for Hyde would be particularly challenging due to my ongoing battle with self-doubt, a struggle I experienced in previous productions such as "Fugitives." To address this, I dedicated my Easter holiday to reading "The Confidence Gap" by Russ Harris. Throughout rehearsal processes, I often find myself caught in my own head, a tendency I knew would be amplified when playing such a bold and animalistic character. Hyde’s unwavering confidence meant that any hint of uncertainty in my performance would be extremely obvious. To combat this, I applied Harris’ technique of Engagement, defined as “the ability to be psychologically present; to live fully in the moment; to be fully aware of what is happening right here, right now, instead of being caught up in [my] thoughts” (Harris, 2011). One particularly memorable application of this technique was during the creation of the pain sequence following Hyde’s transformation. Initially, I struggled to immerse myself in the agony and writhing on the floor under the watchful eyes of a director I deeply admired and wanted to impress. However, by focusing on being "fully aware of what is happening right here, right now," I reminded myself before each rehearsal that Kev was there to guide and support me, and that my sole responsibility was to inhabit the role. Simple as it may sound, this approach helped me gradually work through my self-doubt. Kev's reassurances, combined with the grounding effect of my costume—particularly the army boots—helped me build a strong, intimidating portrayal of Hyde. This rehearsal process has been incredibly enlightening, teaching me valuable lessons about my capabilities as an actor. Moving forward, I will certainly carry Harris’ techniques into my professional career, equipped with the confidence that I am far more versatile than just my usual casting type suggests. This experience has not only expanded my range but also reinforced my belief in my ability to tackle complex and demanding roles.
To conclude, reflecting on the rehearsal process for “Jekyll and Hyde,” I am struck by the transformative journey it has been, not just in creating the character of Hyde but in evolving as a performer. My research into the historical context of 19th century London was pivotal. Understanding the era’s social constraints and double lives deeply informed my portrayal of Hyde. The scandalous nature and departure from societal norms the character embodies, was emphasised through deliberate physical choices like hissing and growling, aimed at creating the same disgust and confusion in modern audiences. This approach was not only a nod to the original production but also enriched the impact of my performance. The guidance of our director, Kev McCurdy, was instrumental in overcoming my initial self-doubt. Kev’s collaborative and dynamic directing style, including fitness sessions and personalized methods, created a supportive and efficient rehearsal environment. His adaptability and high-energy spirit set a positive tone, boosting our confidence and allowing for early memorization. The early off-book work gave us the freedom to focus on character development, ensuring a well-prepared and confident performance. Research into previous productions and critical reviews also played a crucial role. Despite mixed reviews of “Jekyll and Hyde,” the consistently praised performances of actors playing the dual roles of Jekyll and Hyde inspired me. This understanding of audience expectations drove me to create a am even greater contrast in Hyde. Kev’s tailored directing methods further enhanced our performances. By working with us individually and in small groups, he reduced the pressure of achieving perfection on the first attempt. His quick pacing and efficient blocking allowed us to refine our characters in the latter stages of rehearsal. This flexibility and intensity were crucial in navigating the challenges of the production, creating a productive and creative environment. Reading Russ Harris’ "The Confidence Gap" provided valuable insights into overcoming self-doubt. The technique of Engagement, focusing on being fully present, helped me stay grounded and inhabit Hyde’s character with confidence. This approach was particularly effective during intense scenes like Hyde’s transformation, allowing me to immerse myself fully in the role despite initial struggles. Ultimately, this rehearsal process has taught me the importance of thorough research, flexibility in performance, and the power of focused direction. The experience has reinforced my belief in my ability to tackle complex and demanding roles. Moving forward, I am confident that these lessons and techniques will continue to enhance my career, equipping me with the skills to explore a wider range of characters and performances.
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