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Despised by the critics, Leslie Arliss’s 1945 Gainsborough Studios film The Wicked Lady went on to become the top grossing box-office film of 1946. Claire Monk and Amy Sargeant’s study, British Historical Cinema, notes the level of critical hostility levelled at such melodramatic costume dramas as The Wicked Lady on account of the “‘inauthenticity’ of period films’ depiction of the past; their perceived aesthetic excess or vulgarity contravening the dominant value of realism and restraint championed by an elite British film-critical culture; or the ideological or hegemonic character of their use of ‘the past’ or representations of ‘the nation’”. (p.2) Looking specifically at the 1940s, Brian McFarlane believes that British film adaptations of literary texts reached a low-point during the war years, lacking a “radical approach to the original material but, rather, a characteristic tendency to be awed by or to trade on the prestige and popularity of the source novels, and the result has often been to contribute another unadventurous element to the British cinema at large”. (p.120) In spite of such strictures The Wicked Lady’s sense of social and sexual release clearly held a greater optimistic and popular appeal for contemporary audiences than did 1945’s other major film release, David Lean’s Brief Encounter.1 Lean’s film may have entered the critical canon at the expense of the more frivolous Wicked Lady, but Celia Johnson’s depiction of middle-class respectability and self-sacrifice was not the release-valve required after years of war-time deprivation.

Despite the film being dismissed as an escapist bodice-ripper, both it and the original 1944 novel, Life and Death of the Wicked Lady Skelton by Magdalen King-Hall, may nevertheless lay claim to a level of radicalism that becomes apparent when considering its twenty-first century stage adaptation. Somewhat against the social mores of the time, both novel and film celebrate the pleasures of transgression and the, albeit transient, rewards of excess. Margaret Lockwood dominates the screen not only by a display of her physical charms but also by behaviour that totally eclipses the staid morality of the duller characters until, like Mozart’s Don Giovanni, conventional morality demands her death. Given British wartime filmmaking’s reliance on black and white photography, it is perhaps too easy to overlook the film’s other contribution to a sense of post-war release, conspicuous consumption, and the role of clothes as personal markers. Sarah Street’s exploration of the relationships between British society and British cinema, British National Cinema, comments on the ability of costume to underscore utopian desires against the grain of prevailing austerity: “… the function of costume in The Wicked Lady [reveals] that Elizabeth Haffenden’s designs celebrated sexual difference and sexuality by insisting on simple but crucial details. In a context of wartime rationing, the costumes displayed an extravagant flamboyance and symbolic fantasy which anticipated the arrival of the New Look in the post-war period”. (p.59) For today’s audience the correlation between flamboyance and fantasy does not carry the same innovative weight and a different set of signifiers of freedom are called for. Adapting the novel for the stage, Bryony Lavery writes that the “film is great but the play is much more human, ingenious, inventive, emotional. Our heroine is both mistress of her own destiny and victim of time and circumstance – that’s the great struggle of the piece”. (“No rest for The Wicked”, p.14) 

In what follows I explore some of the issues involved in adapting the novel for the stage, looking at the journey from first draft to first night. The necessarily ephemeral nature of much stage work makes it difficult to assess its cultural value – a few brief newspaper reviews may sometimes be the best that can be hoped for – against the more permanent record of the novel or the film. The collaborative nature of innovative theatre work goes unseen and the final presentation is often assumed to be a near direct translation of script to stage. The New Victoria Theatre’s production of The Wicked Lady provided an opportunity to study the complicated collaborative exercise required to bring an original script to life on the unique stage of Britain’s only purpose-built theatre in-the-round.2 Whilst novel and film provided both specific and general reference points, it was the collaborative response to an original play-text that resulted in an inventive adaptation, able to hold the attention of, and speak to the issues relevant to, a contemporary audience.

Director Theresa Heskins was in no doubt when choosing the novel for adaptation that not only did it have all the necessary ingredients of narrative excitement and momentum capable of holding an audience’s attention but also that beneath the surface there were issues of contemporary social relevance requiring a unique form of theatrical symbolic expression. In her introductory note to the published script Heskins makes clear her personal credo of interpretative relevance within the commercial definition of entertainment. “It’s a period setting but a modern dilemma: to what extent is it acceptable for an individual to destroy other’s personal liberties in a desperate search for her own? And what’s the personal cost when we decide there’s no such thing as society?” (p.3) These are important questions that may not be apparent from a cursory look at the novel or film. Their emergence under the collaboration of playwright Bryony Lavery and Theresa Heskins’s creative team at the New Vic is part of the fascinating story of adaptation.

In May 2007 Heskins directed Lisa Evans’s adaptation of Daphne du Maurier’s Jamaica Inn – itself adapted for the screen in Alfred Hitchcock’s 1939 production – at the New Vic Theatre. With its fast paced changes of scene, shipwrecks and drowning sailors, the story might have appeared almost unstageable, especially in the exposed arena of in-the-round. These, however, were exactly the sort of challenges that appealed to Heskins, who devised a fast-flowing production with cast members constantly on stage, changing costume in view of the audience, using sound and light to magically create a sense of location and to suggest the physical presence of, for example, horses with the barest of props – she trusted the audience’s intelligence and imagination to translate her vision into a rich theatrical experience. The play’s run was so successful that the search was soon on for a similar story of Gothic adventure featuring a feisty leading lady and with a fast-paced adventure narrative. Already aware of Margaret Lockwood’s appearance in The Wicked Lady, Heskins turned to the now largely forgotten novel.

First published in 1944, Magdalen King-Hall’s novel was an immediate success, being quickly reprinted the same year, and again in 1945, with a film edition following in 1949. Telling the tale of a young lady bored by the socially imposed restrictions of late seventeenth century life and taking to highway robbery and adultery, the novel is a mixture of historical romance, melodramatic bodice-ripper, Gothic suspense, and adventure. (Across the Atlantic the same year there was a similar popular response to Kathleen Winsor’s notorious bodice-ripper, Forever Amber.) Firmly located in the lower rankings of the middlebrow literary league, the novel’s stylistic infelicities are somewhat compensated for by its structural design. Beginning in 1942 with a German bombing raid that destroys the ancient manor house of Maryiot Cells and so disturbing the ghost of Barbara Skelton, the Wicked Lady, it then narrates a series of time-slips set in the manor haunted by Barbara’s ghost, until we reach back in time to her marriage in 1678. The reverse sequencing of history makes possible a dark and threatening Gothic time collapse, crossing the normal boundaries of death and dissolution to hint at the demonic. This use of time-slips to invoke stimulating visions or deviant sexuality has been used across genres – for example H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine, Daphne du Maurier’s House on the Strand and, more recently, Sarah Water’s The Night Watch – and its deft application in King-Hall’s novel is what saves it from being just another conventional melodrama. It is, however, precisely the inventive use of the four hundred year historical rewind that validates the novel that also makes it at first glance an unlikely candidate for stage adaptation.

When Heskins read the novel she was attracted by the theatrical possibilities of its many action adventure scenes and by its atmospheric Gothic ghost story. A major challenge was to find a way of adapting the riding scenes in a way that would bring visual excitement to the stage version. Since her decision to take to the road as a highwaywoman was central to the heroine’s transformation and the forward impetus of the story, its stage depiction needed to be foregrounded in a way that was spectacular and technically possible. In October 2007 a possible solution appeared when Heskins saw aerial specialists Upswing perform at the Decibel Festival in Birmingham. Their Artistic Director, Vicki Amedume, responded positively to the question “Can we do the horse riding in the air?” and in May 2008 was ready to take on the task of training actors with no previous experience of aerial work to incorporate circus skills in their repertoire. The search for a playwright to adapt the novel was a more straightforward business. Heskins had collaborated with Bryony Lavery on two previous productions, Shot Through the Heart and Precious Bane, both of which involved the full range of theatrical technical inventiveness involved in presenting theatre in unusual venues. Indeed, Precious Bane was staged in-the-round, in the open air, at night, with live horses, flaming torches and a chorus of eighty. Lavery also had the advantage of an intimate knowledge of the New Vic’s stage, having previously written Smoke for production there in 2006. She was given a completely free hand in adapting the novel and by November 2008 had written a first draft.

The arrival of the first draft marked a period of intense discussion between writer and director resulting in a second draft by February 2009 that formed the working script for the actors and creative team. One of the unavoidable economic restrictions involved cast numbers so that, for example, the part of the barmaid Bess was incorporated into landlady Molly’s role.  Overall, Lavery had kept faithfully to the novel’s story line, although she followed the film’s precedent in discarding the seventy-page historical time-slippage sequence. It was the atmospheric foundations of the ghost story that had initially appealed to Heskins’s sense of theatre but she was persuaded of the necessity of such a radical excision, enabling Lavery to cut dramatically to the heart of the story centred on Barbara’s adventures, whilst finding other ways to suggest a brooding Gothic menace.

The first scene/sentence/shot of any play/novel/film is crucial in focusing attention on features that stress the basic structures on which to build interpretation. The opening becomes a specially privileged moment for constructing the subsequent referential scaffolding and major themes. From the first page the novel arrests attention with a preface headed “FINIS?” that suggests the possibility of a failed ending or lack of closure. Its opening sentence invokes the very real fear of destruction still threatening the novel’s 1944 reader: “At midnight on April 3rd 1942, a Nazi bomber, seeking to escape from the just vengeance of our night fighters, unloaded its bombs on the peaceful Buckinghamshire parish of Maiden Worthy. One of the bombs … hit the ancient manor house of Maryiot Cells … [which] was unoccupied by any human tenant.” (p.6) The manor’s inhuman tenant was the ghost of Lady Barbara Skelton and the question posed by the novel’s opening is whether the destruction of Maryiot Cells will bring “release to her distracted spirit, or will her form still appear at the gaping windows of the ruined house …her spectre horse still gallop down the overgrown and deserted glades?” (p.8) The question avoids narrative closure at the novel’s end and King-Hall has from the start delineated all the prerequisites of the classic Gothic haunted house/ghost story. Whilst Arliss’s film and Lavery’s play adaptations both ignore the historical back-story of the manor’s haunting, the film critically omits any preface suggesting the Gothic with an opening sequence in the English pastoral tradition as Sir Ralph and his fiancée ride towards Maryiot Cells. At the film’s end, after all Lady Barbara’s “wicked” machinations that threaten their love, the couple are reunited in an almost exact reprise of the opening sequence as they ride happily together towards their future home. The conventions of good behaviour are rewarded and restored, no ghostly apparition threatens future generations, and the fairy-tale closure of costume melodrama is safely in place. Lavery’s adaptation, however, returns to the novel’s Gothic imperative with an opening sequence that is entirely original and hauntingly effective in underscoring the play’s thematics. As in the book, Lavery ends the play by returning to the opening Gothic motif but, unlike the film, her adaptation refuses closure, repeating the Munch-like scream that first echoed around the stage.

Barbara’s ghostly reverberating scream “Set me free! Oh set me free! Let me ride away from this!!!!!” (p.17) is shaped by Liz Cooke’s set. Peter Brook believes that “the set is the geometry of the eventual play”. (p.113) Further, he looks for “an incomplete design; a design that has clarity without rigidity; one that called ‘open’ as against ‘shut’ … a true theatre designer will think of his designs as being all the time in motion, in action, in relation to what the actor brings to the scene as it unfolds”. (p.114) Cooke’s deceptively plain set of maximum simplicity consists of a partially submerged cube with a flat chessboard surface with vertical bars beneath, and differing levels of platform surrounding it. Heskins likens it to Dutch artist Escher’s picture Relativity, showing the impossibility of determined actions – in Barbara’s case, attempting to escape only ensures incarceration. Any production depends on a confluence of the dramatist’s assumptions with those of her director and in this case the first draft’s stage directions were amicably pared down to accommodate the budget and the practicalities of the space. The original reads: “We are in the vicinity of an old, crumbling Gothic pile. Sounds of demolition. Repeated sounds of machinery ramming a building … Somewhere  … far far within … A woman’s voice, as if the ramming is in to her solar plexus … [Barbara’s speech] Then … A terrible tearing ripping sound. Suddenly, the skeleton head of a horse in its bridle descends. It hangs suspended. Then starts the cantering in the air … as …” (ellipses in the original). After discussion the special effects /props disappear and the ghostly voice is emphasised against an ethereal score: “We are in the vicinity of an old, crumbling Gothic pile. Somewhere … far far within … A ghostly unhappy woman’s voice …” (p.17) These revised stage directions are vital to documenting the adaptation process, showing how, in stripping the stage to its bare essentials, they give clues to the drama’s formal concept and the heroine’s emotional state. Barbara’s head and shoulders appear from below stage at the bars, confined, distressed and subject to the dynamics of claustrophobia. Director, playwright and designer arrive at a perfect illustration of a solid and a metaphorical prison via the interplay of visual, auditory and psychological pressures. They are aided in this by the theatre’s design, providing a perfect panoptic setting in which Barbara is constantly under some form of supervision either from her family or from the all-surrounding audience. Thus the adaptation opens with a literal metaphor of confinement and despair.

Metaphors are important to Lavery and Heskins and we can see them developing, expanding and changing in the course of the rewrites and rehearsal. The image of the swan is a metaphor for love, innocence, faithfulness and optimism and is invoked in various scenes throughout the play. This is almost entirely Lavery’s invention, suggested to her by a brief passage in the novel when an unnamed admirer skates with Barbara on a frozen Thames:


“Do you know what you look like, Lady Skelton?”


His breath floated towards her in a little cloud.


She shook her head, smiling dreamily.


“Like a beautiful, pure, white swan.” (p.177)

In the play this passing reference to a swan becomes pivotal to the plot, as the unnamed admirer/skater is Kit Locksby, fiancé to Barbara’s sister-in-law Paulina, and his reappearance will prove to be Barbara’s nemesis:


SKATER
Do you know what you look like?




Like a beautiful, pure, white swan.


BARBARA
As do you.




Swans mate for life.




When one dies




the other pines for ever.


SKATER
Lady Swan!


BARBARA
Sir Swan!                     (p.103)

Their instant mutual attraction is underscored by an aerial dance sequence in which love metaphorically and literally takes flight. When they next meet at Maryiot Cells recognition is instant and their self-absorption excludes even Kit’s fiancée:

PAULINA
Barbara, my fiancé, Mr. Kit Locksby.


BARBARA and KIT stare at one another.


BARBARA
The swan.


KIT

The swan.


SIR RALPH
Swan? Where?


KIT

On the lake, sir.


BARBARA
Swans mate for life.


KIT

Yes. They do.


PAULINA
Like us, darling Kit!


KIT

What?




Oh.




Yes.




Like us.

Lavery’s dramatic representation of the strength of their bond is important because in the next scene, “Fishing”, their lovers’ lakeside conversation clearly demonstrates that too late Barbara has found her true mate, one she is prepared to die for.


Lavery’s lakeside dialogue is closely modelled on that in King-Hall’s novel, but her playing with the swan metaphor is an entirely original piece of stage adaptation, a powerful visual as well as textual metaphor that summons up similar images from, say, the ballet Swan Lake. But for a study of the fluidity of the adaptation process it takes on an extra dimension in demonstrating the on-going collaborative interaction between dramatist, director and actors, right up to the dress rehearsal. Three weeks into rehearsals Róisin Gallagher, the actress playing the demanding role of Barbara, remained unconvinced by her interpretation of her character’s approach to her wedding night. It seemed to Gallagher to have inappropriate undercurrents of rape, out of keeping with the passive nature of her future husband’s demeanour. In response, Heskins discussed this with Lavery, drawing attention to the novel’s depiction of Barbara’s hard-headed, practical outlook – “Marriage, as she regarded it, was a means of escape from the trammels of maidenhood – the only means to a young woman of quality” (p.69) who then rewrote several passages in Scene Two, “The Wedding”. As Lavery explained:

[Theresa] wanted her to look forward in anticipation … rather than horror and dread … so I added the lines about ‘exploring’ etc… plus … I wanted to give her something right from the getgo about her dream of someone/thing wonderful … and it seemed sensible to use the swan metaphor … as that sets her up as someone capable and desirous of fidelity.”3  

With the script going to the publisher, Oberon Modern Plays, two weeks before the play’s opening, the printed public record is unfortunately incomplete and misleading, failing to demonstrate just how appropriately the opening swan metaphor now links with the play’s final scenes, giving a sense of character development and dramatic unity. An indication of the very real extent to which a text can change during collaborative rehearsal sessions may perhaps be apparent by comparing the two versions: 

Oberon Modern Plays (p.19)

PAULINA
But … Sir Ralph?




Do you love him?



BEVY pause for a breathless avowal…


BARBARA
I hope to




And be very comfortable with him




In time.

Performance Script


PAULINA
But … Sir Ralph?




Do you love him?


BARBARA
Of course



BEVY pause for a breathless avowal …

BARBARA
I hope to love him




I wish to be like swans.




Swans mate for life.




When one dies




the other pines for ever.

When Barbara sees Sir Ralph on their wedding day we see how the performed version moves away from the hinted threat of rape to a sense of expectation, again linked to the swan metaphor:

Oberon Modern Plays (pp.20-21)


SIR RALPH
My lovely lovely bride!


BARBARA
This is my fate!


SIR RALPH
She’s wrapped up like a gift!



All for me!

BARBARA
No, not this!




Escape!




Before it is too late!




Father … help me!

Performance Script
SIR RALPH
My lovely lovely bride!

BARBARA
This is my swan

SIR RALPH
She’s wrapped up like a gift!



All for me!

BARBARA
Here I go



I spread my wings



I launch into the air …



I fly!

When Barbara and Sir Ralph meet in the performed version a sense of equality is established that is important as the narrative develops. In both versions, the wedding night proves a great disappointment to Barbara but the performed version’s response is poetically and structurally expanded as proleptic of the dream-like dance sequence on the Thames:

Oberon Modern Plays (p.29)


BARBARA
Sir Ralph?




Husband?

A sound of exhausted male snoring …


Is that all there is?

     Performance Script


BARBARA
Is that all there is?




No wings?




No flight?




Do these things happen only in my dreams?

Both versions then conclude with an echo of the opening scene:


BARBARA
O




Someone




Something




Free me from this!


Having access to the different versions as they changed during the rehearsal period means that we can follow the dialogue between individual sections, each responding to and qualifying the previous draft as the play is structurally and thematically developed. Whilst it is inevitable that the drama critic will foreground the staged performance as seen on the night, what is lost is the history of the original script and its variations as they came under the influence of directors, actors, designers, musicians and house style. The published play is a scant record of a much larger social, aesthetic and ideological conversation over a two-year period during which time the text was very much a moving target with a number of provisional trajectories. It became apparent during rehearsals that, for example, the actress Shelley Atkinson, playing highwayman Jerry Jackson’s loyal lover, was feeling her way into creating a strong feminist character, able to stand up to the aristocratic Lady Barbara and even outwit her. This class balance is not in the first draft and owes its development to an ongoing conversation between actress, director and writer. (It was notable that Lavery attended many rehearsals, rewriting speeches in situ.) Indeed, Atkinson’s character became more important, partly because of budgeting restraints removing the Leaping Stag’s serving maid, Bess, and requiring the landlady to incorporate her role, and partly because of Atkinson’s own suggestions as to the character’s portrayal. Thus Bess’s original speech when offered money by Barbara at the scene of Jerry Jackson’s hanging – “I don’t want pity from you! Or charity! Or any other woman” – becomes a much more personal and vehement speech, more condemnatory of Barbara’s behaviour than any other speech in the play:




I don’t want your charity!




I don’t want your pity!




Here’s what I want Milady Muck! …




I want you stabbed through your black heart




And roasted on a spit in hell




Like the foul animal you are! (p.106)

What began textual life as a small relatively unimportant part then developed into a dramatically interesting counterpoint to Barbara’s dominance of the feminist agenda.


Molly’s speech also has implications for the play’s final scene which itself undergoes a rewrite too late for inclusion in the published script. Lavery’s original ending had seen only minimal changes relating to stage directions until just days before the dress rehearsal. As it stood, Barbara’s lingering death under the spectral gaze of her three murder victims nevertheless hinted at the promise of a peaceful resolution, coupled with the comforting knowledge expressed in the novel (212) that Kit would never see her grow old. The rewrite below is a good example of radical script revision in the light of practice and discussion:


BARBARA
Oh, how it hurts! 



Ghostly NED helps her dismount …




Why do you help me?




He has torn into me




My cruel sweet lover




Oh, how it hurts!




Oh, how my soul dotes on him




The moon looks down indifferently



She staggers about



How dark it is in here!




I can’t see!





I can’t breathe!



A ghostly HOGARTH suddenly appears with a light …




Why do you light me now?




Why do you help me?  [handwritten insert]



A ghostly JERRY JACKSON appears




What do you want?


JERRY
It makes me laugh to see the look on your face



Afraid of me at last




Aren’t you my bold lady?


BARBARA
Oh




I see!




I’m dying





And




You




The soul of Hogarth




The soul of Ned Cotterill …


The soul of Jerry Jackson


To watch me die!

REPEAT SCENE ONE  [handwritten insert]

THREE
Yes my bold lady

BARBARA
O



Fate!



How Fair!


She laughs …



Well




You foolish swan …



Look on the bright side …



He will never see you grow old



Sleep



Blessed sleep!



Don’t disturb me …

Essential to the Gothic romance genre is a belief in the stranglehold of the past upon the present with its constant threat of a damaging irruption. The play’s revised ending satisfactorily returns it to this tradition in keeping with the novel’s first paragraph: “Then in darkness and in silence, bearing their smoking torches with them, they walked away believing, in their ignorance, that Barbara Skelton was at rest and would trouble her family and the neighbourhood no more.” (p.215) Perhaps more significant in terms of dramatic structure it effectively invokes the Gothic by echoing the play’s haunting opening sequence, leaving the audience with a vivid image of a soul in torment. 


The play’s ending raises questions as to what extent it may be seen as a feminist text. Lavery is a known admirer of Angela Carter and certainly The Wicked Lady shares with such novels as Nights at the Circus an exciting combination of the fantastic and the carnivalesque, set within the context of the harsh economic realism of marriage for women. Barbara herself performs as an altogether ambivalent figure whose actions as a highwaywoman and murderess threaten traditional binary categories. She possesses and uses her feminine charms and wiles but confounds gender norms by adopting masculine strength and authority once she escapes the confines of the domestic scene. Lavery’s Barbara is certainly a more ruthless operator than either King-Hall’s original or Lockwood’s screen characterisation, bludgeoning a dog to death rather than, as in the novel, taking a few seconds to calm it down prior to entering its master’s house to steal. Yet for all her breaking of gender boundaries, the play’s final image links femininity and death, and providing continuing proof of Edgar Allan Poe’s proposition that “the death of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world.” (quoted Bronfen, p.59) The thoughtful audience member may well then leave the theatre convinced that the patriarchal order’s construction of reality remains intact. 


In Heskins’s preface to the play she writes of the “tension between personal freedom and the codes and rules that lead to social cohesion” (p.3) and this tension is made clear from the outset in Act One, Scene Two “The Wedding”. Whilst this scene may be enjoyed as an entertaining and ironic take on nuptial relationships it also has its darker side in giving divine justification to male jurisdiction over women’s rights. Lavery’s wedding scene bring out the latent comedy not present in the novel (p.75) but, more interestingly, both play and novel here display a high level of historical accuracy. The parson’s admonition that Barbara “Eschew gossip/Be a right housekeeper/Prefer your home to all other places/ Deck not yourself up like Jezebel to attract the attention of strangers/ Ask not if your lord is wise or simple/ Honour and obey him in all things” (p.21) follows very much the advice to be found in the Marquis of Halifax’s 1688 conduct book, The Lady’s New Year’s Gift; or, Advice to a Daughter. Halifax prescribes a strictly domestic role for women and advises against excessive socializing, extravagant dress and self-display. Gary Kelly’s  Revolutionary Feminism cites Halifax’s conduct book as one of the most reprinted and influential texts of the period, in which “women are told to ‘get understanding and practice virtue’ … to secure them against seduction from above or contamination from below”. (p.18) Barbara’s subsequent adventures clearly subvert and reverse Halifax’s values, but not in a way that lends itself to any wider social or political programme for female emancipation.


If the play’s ending resists closure on feminist issues, they are demonstrably and thrillingly to the forefront of Lavery’s adaptation in the aerial sequences. Heskins wanted the aerial work to flow as an integral part of the drama, as a metaphor for freedom, risk and danger. Taking flight, both as escape and as dominance, becomes a feminist prerogative, albeit one limited to empowering Barbara alone. Molly’s lovemaking with Jerry, for example, remains stage-bound – her bed is a safe haven where the earth does not move and Jerry can relax. Boring Sir Ralph seems to have difficulty in moving at all, often sleeping and snoring through key events.


For Lavery and Heskins, Barbara’s trapeze riding sequence is more than simply a thrilling spectacle. It is the theatrical representation of the culmination of a longing for freedom, of escape from both the restrictions of corsets and stays and other confines of the domestic environment: “All is constriction! Stops! Stays! Oh, this Poison!” (p.39) It also provides the occasion for a heartfelt yell of female emancipation: “No more sidesaddle! No more trotting! Riding full tilt into the future!” (p.41) Whilst the play is not didactic, it is undoubtedly a continuation of what Ucar- Őzbirinci refers to as Lavery’s “mythical patterns”. Writing about Lavery’s reworking of Hamlet as Ophelia, she sees her plays as showing “how women must quit their old and quiet habits and take action to free themselves from the clutches of patriarchal emasculation”. (p.3) The Wicked Lady is perhaps her most visual theatrical statement to date in promoting this agenda. By the same token, it is no accident that Barbara and Jerry’s aerial lovemaking ballet puts Barbara in control, initiating and controlling the level of contact, taking the dominant sexual position and refusing her favours until Jerry answers her questions about the practicalities of highway robbery. The red ribbons from which they are suspended add a visual signifier of passion and danger. The feminist message is clear, but is integral to, not in opposition to, spectacle and entertainment values.


The aerial sequences underscore rather than eclipse the symbolism and mood of the drama, providing effects unique to live theatre. Within The Wicked Lady they might be regarded as a fusion of lyricism and action when the conventional dramatic flow pauses and the actors turn from dialogue to balletic circus that is both symbolic and, importantly, vastly entertaining for itself alone. To achieve a level of seamless integration meant that all the actors participated in early rehearsals so as to fully understand the systems and practices involved. In talking about the aerial sequences, on her New Vic Blog pages, Heskins demonstrates a sense of excitement that transfers to the stage:

We turned a saddle into a trapeze; red silks into a four poster bed; staged a fight that had the elegant impossibility of something out of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon or The Matrix; explored how flying affects the voice; played with bouncing dialogue between flying performer and counterweighter. We scrutinised harnesses and bungees and carabiners and caving ladders; explored whether actors can light each other using video projectors and mirrors; and admired the enormous dedication of the aerialists we were working with. 

(“Trapeze”)

One of the memorable effects of the production is the retaining of these “harnesses and bungees and carabiners and caving ladders” in full view of the audience. With no wings to hide the mechanics of the performance, the actors doubling as counterweighters are also a visible part of the action. An awareness of the physicality and skill involved in manipulating the equipment adds to the sense of audience involvement. Neither book nor film could begin to conceive of this particular effect, this immanence of theatricality of the stage.

Whilst the aerial sequences of riding, dance and combat call upon a range of circus performative skills, the play’s narrative references cinema and film as major influences. Crosscut scenes are to be found in nineteenth-century drama, using dual box sets and area lighting to alternate between lines and action. The much more rapid cross-cutting techniques of cinema are referenced in, for example, Act Two, Scene Three, “Reform” (p.82) where Barbara switches location and dialogue with Hogarth and Jerry. The audience follows a causal thread highlighted by the brevity of the alternated scenes and the near simultaneity of the actions on stage. Equally important, the play avoids the lengthy process of the complete exit/entrance stage right/left of traditional proscenium arch theatre by using cinematic frame-cuts, where a character passes over the frameline itself. For example, after Barbara’s pretended fainting fit at Hogarth’s death, the audience sees her move from the still occupied sick-room to The Leaping Stag, and she is already halfway into the change of location before the other actors, changing character and costume on stage, begin to populate the new locale. This type of frame cutting is central to Heskins’s style of in-the-round directing in cueing contiguous dramatic spaces as part of an ongoing process of discussion and improvisation with actors attuned to building dramatic structures during the rehearsal period.

Heskins is very much aware of the possibilities for translating film tropes to the stage. A perfect example of adapting one medium to another arose during rehearsals when, during Barbara’s ride to her fatal encounter and fight with Kit, the gun in her holster continually clattered to the floor under the stress of violent movement. Heskins discussed the problem with Stephen Finegold 4, on-stage as the accusing ghost of Hogarth during the final scene, and the result was a classic slow-motion sequence concentrating audience attention upon the gun’s trajectory between Barbara and Kit. (In the novel there is little, if any, tension in this encounter.) Heskins brings a cinematic eye to this dramatic moment:

Holstered it’s a heavy object that impedes punches and body grabs; set aside it becomes a potential hazard when people are thrown or tumble. The problem is that’s all the options exhausted, bar keeping it off stage, which wouldn’t work as the fight is about the gun. If we were making a film, the gun would be very present in close ups and in the foreground of mid shots. Can we achieve this on stage, I wonder? First I muse on the idea of a follow spot for the gun, but that still doesn’t get round the safety issue of it being a potential hazard on stage. Then is comes to me. Throughout the play we’re creating close-ups through the actor’s focus, and ‘Matrix’ moments where the stage picture goes into bullet time. This can be another of those moments, with the fighters slipping into slow motion whilst another actor manipulates the gun through the air.      (Blog “Kill Bill”)

Clearly Heskins believes in, and is adept at, translating the language of film into that of dramatic performance. Her methods effectively contradict such assertions as that made recently by Graham Smith in Dickens and the dream of cinema. Writing of the scene in Baz Luhrmann’s 1996 film William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet scene where Romeo, unaware that Juliet still lives, reaches for his knife to kill himself, Smith concludes that “… film enables us to see this in agonising close-up in a way that is technically impossible in the theatre.” (p.134) “Agonising close-up” and a suspended moment in time is precisely what Heskins’s direction and Finegold’s slow-motion manipulation of the gun brings to this pivotal scene.


Acting as a commentary on the action is a recorded score, composed in-house by Sue Moffat and James Earls-Davies. Functioning as in film to heighten tensions, suggest moments of tenderness, add atmosphere, create expectations, The Wicked Lady score is a deliberate amalgamation of the baroque and the modern, linking past to present, what Heskins aptly phrased as “Handel meets Drum and Bass”. The completed score helps distance the production from the inherited conventional soundtrack filmic frame of reference by inserting a deliberately anachronistic techno score that cuts it loose from the 1945 pastiche. Additionally, actors Michael Hugo and Stephen Finegold, both musicians, added some live music to the Leaping Stag inn scenes to create an atmosphere conducive to a place of villainy and ribaldry. This was composed and improvised under the pressure of rehearsals:

Very often the addition of live music to a piece of theatre is demanding on precious rehearsal time and so it was agreed we compose or adapt some music whenever we both had time to do so. I wrote some music which I played to Michael on my strumstick dulcimer and Michael added a whistle part to it. We played this to Theresa and also checked the whistle and dulcimer were ok with Liz from a design point of view and we were told to go ahead and find music for each scene in the Leaping Stag. Mike was able to bring some traditional folk music into the process which we adapted and changed to bring a sense of improvisation to it. Also we then came up with a theme which could be used to underscore Molly’s scenes. 5

What is again noticeable from Finegold’s description is the vital collaborative nature of the New Vic’s production, and the flexibility of the adaptation process during the rehearsal period.

The original Vic Theatre Company made its first permanent home in a converted cinema, before moving to the present purpose-built theatre. The Company’s work became widely known, drawing observers from across the world. A young Peter Brook wrote a thought-provoking account of visiting the theatre in its early days in the 1960s:

One night in an English provincial town, Stoke-on-Trent, I saw a production of Pygmalion staged in a theatre-in-the-round. The combination of lively actors, lively building, lively audience, brought out the most sparkling elements of the play. It ‘went’ marvellously. The audience participated fully. The performance was triumphantly complete. The cast were all too young for their parts: they had unconvincing grey lines painted on their hair and very obvious make-ups. If by magic they had been transported that very instant to the West End of London and found themselves surrounded by a London audience in a conventional London building they would have seemed unconvincing and the audience would have been unconvinced. However, this does not mean that the London standard is better or higher than the provincial one. It is more likely to be the reverse, because it is unlikely that anywhere in London that evening the theatrical temperature was nearly so high as in Stoke. But the comparison can never be made. The hypothetical ‘if’ can never be put to the test, when it’s not just the actors or the script, but the whole of the performance that one is assessing.   (pp.144-145)

Today Brook’s “if” is somewhat less hypothetical, although a comprehensive survey of the theatre’s in-the-round productions remains to be written. Fortunately for the historian there are two extant television recordings of studio productions by the Vic Theatre Company – The Heroism of Thomas Chadwick (ABC TV, 1967) and Anna of the Five Towns (ATV, 1971). Today New Vic productions sometimes transfer to the Stephen Joseph Theatre in Scarborough, and co-productions with Northern Broadsides have toured the country, even raising the “theatrical temperature” in London. To an extent, then, the comparison that Brook refers to can now be made.  When a respected contemporary writer of Bryony Lavery’s calibre is commissioned to write an original drama for a unique regional theatre, the hegemony of London theatrical values deserve to come under critical scrutiny. Three national newspapers – Times, Telegraph and Guardian – reviewed The Wicked Lady. Lyn Gardner, (Guardian critic), has spoken of being particularly impressed by the aerial sequences’ integration into the drama, making them both “real and metaphorical” and by Heskins’s “risk-taking and bravery”6 in mounting a comparatively expensive and totally original production. Her major concern was the extent to which it was getting more and more difficult for London-based critics to travel to regional theatres as newspaper revenues continue to shrink. It remains true then, that cultural location shapes the reception of new drama. On the positive side the Internet allows news of innovative regional work to reach a wide audience. In the case of The Wicked Lady, as with other of Lavery’s plays, publication of the script assures it a degree of permanence, alongside the novel and film of the 1940s.


No written account can adequately capture the sensory experience of witnessing the intoxicating mixture of professionalism and fun involved in bringing The Wicked Lady to the stage. Perhaps the words best expressing my feelings as I watched the adaptation take physical and metaphorical flight were pinned to the Berliner Ensemble’s notice board by Bertolt Brecht in 1956:

… our playing needs to be quick, light, strong. This is not a question of hurry, but of speed, not simply of quick playing, but of quick thinking. We must keep the tempo of a run-through and infect it with quiet strength, with our own fun. In the dialogue the exchanges must not be offered reluctantly … but must be tossed like so many balls. The audience has to see … artists working together as a collective …  to convey stories, ideas, virtuoso feats to the spectator by a common effort.

                                                                                     (quoted in Willett, p.283)         

What I saw being created was not a pale palimtextual echo of 1940s film and novel but a thoughtful absorption and vibrant transformation of material that might otherwise have lain neglected, along with so much middlebrow culture of the period. Lavery’s textual take-over and Heskins’s directorial innovativeness have given us a Wicked Lady in which gender, sexuality, politics and genre are all implicated. And all with an infectious sense of fun.

Notes

1 David Lean’s Brief Encounter was itself an adaptation of Noel Coward’s 1935 stage       play Still Life. The film addressed its heroine’s contemplation of an extra-marital affair in the context of the contemporary experience of war and would have been subject to a range of feelings allowed a literally freer rein in the comparative safety of the historical setting of The Wicked Lady. Kneehigh Theatre adapted Brief Encounter for the stage in 2008, bringing to it a range of innovative techniques, including the direct intertextual referencing of cinema.

2 The original Victoria Theatre opened in 1962 as a 350 seat theatre-in-the-round in a converted former cinema and nightclub in Hartshill, Newcastle-under-Lyme. Its founding director was Stephen Joseph, who went on to establish the eponymously named theatre-in-the-round in Scarborough. Artistic Director Peter Cheeseman made the Victoria Theatre into a pioneering company both in its use of an open space and with a series of locally inspired semi-improvised documentaries. Cheeseman also saw the Company transfer to its present purpose-built theatre in 1983. The New Vic remains Britain’s only purpose-built theatre-in-the-round, continuing under Gwenda Hughes and its present Artistic Director, Theresa Heskins, both to mount its own in-house productions and, importantly, to commission new work. Working closely with the local community the theatre’s Borderlines programme engages with young people in trouble, people with learning disabilities and young families. It also provides regular opportunities for those wishing to learn more about theatre to attend its Revolve programme of rehearsal sessions, meeting with directors, and members of the creative team, and an opportunity to question those involved.

3 Email exchange with Bryony Lavery.

4 Stephen Finegold has reflected at length on theatrical and cinematic approaches to the gun sequence. For example: “… to me, the gun had to be manipulated as a puppet. Although of course one is not trying to suggest that the gun lives, it must have a life other than the one that connects it to the manipulator, in this case me. We had established that if all the focus on the stage was on the gun (including my eyeline) then it would naturally follow that the focus of the audience would also be with the gun and not with me. This is of course very simplistic in that, of course, the audience will notice me swinging a gun around but what we hoped for was that they would then follow my eyeline and fill the rest in for themselves which is, I believe so much more satisfying than having all effects handed on a plate by means of big costly effects. Audience response to cinema tends to be passive, they want to sit back and have it done to them. In theatre, the audience must engage with the piece in a more proactive way. As they say in France I am going to assist at the theatre tonight! With the gun we provided the signs and symbols, the audience practice semiotics to achieve the final picture in their head.” (Email to author: 19th August 2009)

5 Email from Stephen Finegold to author (19th August 2009)

6 The author’s transcripts of a telephone conversation with Lyn Gardner. 
Her Guardian review, reprinted below, whilst extremely positive nevertheless lacks the space for a more considered response in the context of Lavery’s other plays and her work with Heskins:
     “When the teenage Barbara makes an advantageous marriage to Lord Skelton, she goes to her marriage bed like a gambolling lamb to the slaughter. Hungry for experience and passionate by nature, she looks forward to her new life like a child given the keys to the sweet shop. But sex proves a disappointment and marriage a dull prison; soon Barbara is loosening her corsets and riding into the night dressed as a man.

     Bad girls are always more fun, and the wicked Lady Skelton is absolute bliss. Bryony Lavery takes the story of 18th-century aristocrat turned highway woman, best known from the bosom-heaving, eyes-flashing 1945 movie melodrama starring Margaret Lockwood, and transforms it into a hugely entertaining examination of the choices available to women, sexual satisfaction and societal expectations.

     ‘Submit, yield, enjoy,’ was the advice given to brides. Equating sex, riding, freedom and flying (with considerable help from aerial experts Upswing), the action is taken at a gallop in Theresa Heskins’s superbly inventive production, which bursts at the seams with gaggles of desiccated, gurgling Skelton aunts, greedy cousins and comic yokels.

     But this is so much more than a send-up of bodice-ripping conventions. Lavery’s Barbara is no feminist icon: she is a real woman, complicated, contradictory and so damaged by experience that her heart has shrivelled. She robs, murders and betrays her way to hell while her victims appear Banquo-like at the feast, pointing fingers of guilt. The worse she behaves, the more you cheer her on because redemption is not an option – society won’t allow it. For once in the theatre, I really was on the edge of my seat.”

(Guardian 9th July 2009.)
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Appendix
Michael Lewis’s Review

Michael Lewis is an enthusiastic and committed regular theatre patron who participates in Friends’ events, in Revolve (the group that meets to learn more about New Vic productions), and in the ‘Ages and Stages’ Project. At one of the discussion groups for The Wicked Lady I invited responses to the production and Michael kindly sent me the following:

‘Notes on the New Vic production.

TEXT

Sharp dialogue with a clear theme of the search for freedom and the claustrophobia of the domestic, loveless marriage on a girl hardly out of her teens. I have not read the original 1944 novel.

PRODUCTION

Bryony’s own notes – modern take on the CHORUS – bevy/buckle, clump, coachcrowd etc… Chorus advisor John Wright – create the reactions and sound scape to render reactions to action. There is a Greek Chorus feel especially in a curved group of faces dominant.
Melodrama with a contemporary influence in the flowing scenes – the next scene enters before the last scene left.

The cast is rarely offstage – only when a change of character requires a costume change.

Props are held to represent place & scene – costumes descend to represent the changed persona of Barbara to highwayman.

The concentration and co-operation of the cast for the flowing story and the technical achievement of the surreal effect enhanced by lighting that seems to set the play in a multi-dimensional space, with the emphasis of up-up and away. There is below stage – stage level – platform 1-2-3 – ladder used for the counter weight actor and scenes – swing – saddle – bed effect – Swing – childlike – movement – scatting – dream like emphasis.

An actors’ delight – demanding timing and assuming change of character with a voice and clever instant costume.

The New Vic. I understand that the height of the main stage is in insufficient for; and is not fitted to; fly people from the grid and the equipment was installed for the production. This is a technical achievement.

The effect is to enhance the story element of release into a new dimension. Bryony’s note ‘riding and ropes and harnesses. Riding is both external and spiritual’ was well illustrated by Theresa’s production.

General comment – I saw the first night and it was slick and well received. What will improve will be the pace and pitch of the play after an audience reaction. And repeat performances.

Original and inventive production and a whole new era for the New Vic.’
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