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The Aesthetic Uncanny: staging

. Dorian Gray

parren Tunstall University of Central Lancashire

Abstract

This article discusses my theatrical adaptation of Oscar Wilde's The P,icture of
Dorian Gray (1891) for the Edinburgh Festival Fringfa (2008). Freud’s cancep;
of the uncanny (1919) was treated as a purely acsthetm. phenomenon an.d fela.tt_z

{0 late nineteenth century social and literary preoccupatz_ans fuch as Chr:Jstmr!ng,
the supernatural and glamorous, criminal homosexuality. Fhes.e consxder:amfms
led to a conceptual ground plan that allowed for experiments during rehearsal in

form of theatrical shorthand.

In this article T will discuss my approach to adapting O.scar Wiide's no;ell
The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891) for the Edinburgh Pestival Fringe 200 .d
The essay will address the uses that were made of a cor}ceptua].groun
plan, which took the form of a set of very simple, bgt in pijactlce.ve-ry
productive, assumptions drawn from the source material considered in its
cultural-historical context. These framing assumptiogs were then deployed
in the processes of both writing and staging the: sc.rlpt. A pre—p‘r.od]ltl.ctmn
script, almost entirely derived from language within the nove.l 1tse. ; W}as
developed through four drafts before being tested and IEV-lSed 1ln the
rehearsal room. The play had to be readied for performan.cc in only two
wecks: in addition, as is typical with productions tailored fc?r ﬂ}]le
Edinburgh Fringe, the performance length had to be agreed upon Wlth the
producing venue several months before starting Fehearsal — in this case,
the piece had to come in under 55 minutes. With these paramett?rs llln
mind, the ground plan, which started life as an attempt to addrgas t"e]
problem of what to include and what to exclude, begame a thexpat:ci roa
map; it was inevitably selective, as well as being subject to continua l;er-
sion as the production toak shape. We will broadly follow the c.hrongl qgv
cal development of those ideas that went into the groulnd plan, in ad étmn[
to describing how at the same time they collided with the (}eman s ?d
rehearsal. To speak of how the concepts behind the pnjoductmn evolve
further in performance would take another article, and is not my colnlcern‘
here; T want instead to focus on the process of developing abstract ideas

into rehearsal procedures.
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To expand on this: the ground plan became a usefu] strategy fop
tation mainly because it led us towards making experiments in a kip
theatrical shorthand. The simplest definition of theatrical short
would be: more is suggested than is seen or heard by the audience. This |
always been a central tenet in my work as a writer, deviser and d
theatre. I would argue that theatre-making — even in i
minded formations — must deploy a form of shorthand,
ence is invited to complete the gaps using their imaginati
by virtue of certain practical constraints upon theatric
such as time, money, human ingenuity and so on. For t|
hand to work upon the audience, it is required that we
on the thing signified as it presents itself'to our imagination
proposition may entail a use of devices that may seem q
audience, perhaps even clichéd. Yet the fact that a dev
associations it calls to mind — has a certain familiar sm,
may well be essential to its effect. And this is the case
we will be here, with the uncanny.

The Picture of Dorian Gray is a novel which relies upon an uncanny
event as its plot mechanism. A beautiful young man wishes he could
switch places with his own portrait, so that he will remain young and
beautiful in appearance while the face of the portrait will show the signs of
aging and experience; shortly after he has wished for this impossibility, he
discovers it is literally, inexplicably, coming true.

The spectre of Freud, who published his essay Das Unheimliche in 1919,
hovers more than ever over the subject of the uncanny. It has been well
observed by such critics as Nicholas Royle, in his exhaustive treatment of
the subject (Royle 2003), that Freud sought to reverse the traditional
understanding of the word unheimlich when he describes it as ‘that class of
the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long famil-
iar’ (Freud 1975: 220): indeed, if is an uncanny fact that the archaic root
of the word ‘canny’ already contains its own opposite signification of
‘uncanny’ (see Royle 2003: 11). Freud, who appears to relish the para-
doxes inherent in the term, says that something must be added to what is
unfamiliar in order to make it uncanny, and this something is, perhaps

surprisingly, a secondary meanin g of the word heimlich itself as ‘concealed,
kept out of sight, so that others do not get to know of or about it, withheld
from others' (Freud 1975: 223). Freud’s agenda is to establish this old and
familiar thing as a childhood anxiety which has been repressed and
returns in the moment of the uncanny event. One critic has in fact read
Wilde's novel as a parable of child abuse, though to be precise this is not,
strictly speaking, child sexual abuse (Rashkin 1997),

In a curious manoeuvre, even though he acknowledges a debt to liter-
ature for furnishing him with the greater part of his evidence, Freud seems

at the same time to devalue the literary uses of the uncanny as being dis-
connected from real life:

ts most litera).
where the aud

ons, even if onl

he game of shogy,
put our attentjgy
s. In practice, this
uite familiar to an
ice — or the set of
ack to an audience

The situation is altered as soon as the writer pretends to move in the world of
common reality. In this case he accepts as well all the conditions operating to
produce uncanny feelings in real life [. . .] But in this case he can even
increase his effect and multiply it far beyond what could happen in reality, by
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‘the yellow book’, In Freud’
sc i
f}?‘il ;I’;c-:c ?ﬁithetic Uncanny, heaxi%u‘fc;tggtu }t1 .
b isyp:gait] all, other than g fewa;:l
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Supemu 15, nonetheless, prepared s
atural can work well in fictio

for a shorthand. Just after a key moment in the story, the

Basil Hallward by Dorian Gray, the actor playing

d puppet, about 80cm or so, and looking some-

e the actor. This puppet then intermittently took on the character of
» in his descent into criminality. These transitions were achieved in low
or carefully directed shafts of hand-held light, so that the puppet was
- fully seen. Instead, the audience was directed to a movement of the
as the puppet suddenly burst into speech (although its mouth did not
a), OF ifs hand produced a cigarette seemingly out of nowhere, and to
ar flashes of gesture and reaction. It is a conventional horror movie
pique that the monster should not be revealed in its full glory until as

as possible: of course, here the technique was borrowed in order to frag-
t the puppet’s presence into isola

ted tmages of specific body parts in

vemnent and thus give the impression of Dorian locking himself away from
world of daylight like a yampire.
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cecting himselt,’ writes Wilde, ‘as he had ended by vivisecting others’
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y George Henry Lewes, who wrote on the vivisection of frogs, to find a
common ground between literature and science in psycho-physiology. Yet,
- as Wilde puts it in the novel, ‘How shallow were the arbitrary definitions
f ordinary psychologists!’ (wilde 2006: 51); wilde may well have had
Lewes in mind here (Wilde 2006: 205). Whatever the status of scientilic
discourse within the novel, the plot constantly invites us to accept the
~ premise of an apparently supernatural event, an event that is not explica-
‘Bl within a rational frame of reference. There is, behind this requirement,
an uncanny familiar assumption: that a supernatural event is the manifesta-
tion of a wish.
What made it possible for us to first
decisions about performance this assumption that a superm
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ible acts of evil, is the manifestation of

f a beautiful young man tricked
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is then finally punished. There are obvious
de’s De Profundis (1905) and The Ballad of Reading
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 atrical footlights. By
that the doll should

4 realize his conception of the beautiful’ (Wilde 2006: 124). Thus, the
s of this assumption is rendered radically ambivalent: uncannily, it is
true and not true at the same time. To recognize that certain power-
jtural assumptions are distorted in this way through contamination
the uncanny is to begin to understand the subtle power of the frame.
fp rehearsal we played with picture frames not as if they were only picture
es, but as demonically proliferating, moving and transforming in the
¢, They became doors, bar tops, windows, banisters, mirrors, balconies:
ames in movement, held by the actors, shifting one’s perspective without
fully coming to rest. Our intention was to foreground the act of framing
olf, ‘framing’ here suggesting the attempt to hold down the spreading influ-
qce of the uncanny in the story. When Dorian first visits a theatre in the East
d and spots Sybil Vane on stage, the actors produced a miniature prosce-
sum arch at which Dorian gazed from a distance using opera glasses. Into
e space of this frame appeared the audience’s first image of Sybil; a Victorian
rcelain doll that 1 found in a market, whose torso we replaced with cloth

4 who we dressed as a boy and transformed into another rod puppet.
maller than the Dorian-puppet, to play out t]

he role of Shakespearc’s
salind-as-Ganymede, lit by little handheld torches that called to mind the-
contrast, with the Dorian-

puppet we rejected any notion
be kept in a stable optical perspect

ive: its weird dwarfish-
ness when standing alongside the actors was purposefully foregrounded in its

scenes to further emphasize the atmosphere of hallucinatory distortion.
Following a line of thought provoked by the proposition that ‘immoral
ideas are poisons’, the concept 0

f influence became critical for us. We
found ourselves playing with wha

t Steven Connor calls the ‘vocalic
uncanny’: that is, all the forms of ventriloquism — speaking for a doll,
speaking for others, throwing your voice in empty spaces, appearing to
speak but not making a sound, and so on (Connor 2000). In this my

intention was to find a theatrical translation for the idea of influence as a
nonmaterial process, as expressed here:

1 wishes it, of course you must stay. Dorian, don't pay attention

Basil: 1f Doria
d influence over all his friends.

{o what he says. He has a very ba
Have you really, Lord Henry?

There's no such thing as a good
give him one’s own soul

Dorian:
Henry:

influence, Mr Gray. To influence a

person is to 1. He becomes an actor of a part not

written for him.

concept, the actors rarely left the stage; they
were almost always there, hovering just out of sight, like apparitions or
familiars, at other times attending to the scene, serving it and also influ-
encing it in some subtle way. As Dorian reached for a knife with which to
murder the praying Basil Hallward, an actor was ready at hand with a
knife — an action we duplicated at the close of the play when Dorian used
the same knife to stab the portrait. We found parallel moments with frames,
paintbrushes, drinks, spectacles and pieces ol costume such as a red
kimono used by Sybil in a dressing room scene and later worn by Dorian.
As we worked through the adaptation, I became interested in how the
concept of criminal behaviour is handled in the book, and how this

In a further extension of the
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paid yo

 Joyee, a key tactic for achieving
. on motiveless actions — an U

s deeply unnatural, but of course the guilty
ret of criminal sexuality in Victorian London did at times leave no socially
_tifiable physical marks, and thus was not brought to light except by
_ance. This was the case in the example of the Cleveland Street Scandal,
nich happened not in the Bast End but in the West End of London, did not 4

wolve bestial-looking lower class thugs, but aristocratic young clients who
ung men at the local post his was what led

office for sexual favours: t
1 E. Henley to splutter that the novel was aimed at ‘cutlawed noblemen and
rverted telegraph-boys' (Wilde 2006; xxi). Lord Henry says, ‘Crime
Jongs exclusively to the Jower orders. I don't blame them in the smallest
egree. 1 should fancy that crime is to them what art is to us, simply a
ethod of procuring extraordinary sensations’ (Wilde 2006: 179). Simon
Joyce, arguing as I do here for an unfashionably serious and sincere version
{ Oscar Wilde, believes that Dorian Gray ‘offers an exemplary critique’ of the
otion of the ‘privileged offender’ as ‘the product of a wish fulfilment which
had the useful effect of diverting attention away from genuine social prob-
Jems of poverty, unemployment and labour unrest’ (Joyce 2002: 503). For
this critique of crime as a fine art is the focus
ncanny strategy, of course. Wilde has substi-
tion so they now read: physical perfection is
cience, or does he simply play with

e life. This is understood a

tuted the terms of the assump
moral ugliness. Does Dorian have a cons

the idea of having a conscience?
We played with the concept of physical perfection in workshops. We

found, perhaps not surprisingly given our own culture’s gender-inflected
obsession with the subject, that it was more easily grasped — or rather,
grasped as a performance — by our female participants than by our male
ones. As a result, the cast was all-female. Women played men and women
in the drama. This helped us to achieve @ defamiliarization of certain entail-
ments of the narrative which at times struck us, and some critics, as misog-
3 Having an all-women cast offered us an opportunity for a theatrical
at same misogynistic impulse. In rehearsals, we worked
of a certain mode of masculinity that foregrounded its
need to resort to a rather tired and out-
a style which does little justice to either

ynist.
distancing from th
upon an imitation
performative aspects without the

moded attempt at camp {lippancy,
the radical ambivalence of Wilde or the complexities of camp itselt®.

The performers delivered their text quickly, coolly and purposelully,
thereby lending it an edge of quiet viciousness. This was in part a function
of the limited amount of stage time we had to get the story told, yet for us
it took on the fecling of a genuine discovery and a challenge to achieve a
certain cruel and evasive style of so-called maleness. Dressed similarly to
each other, their costumes drained of colour or decoration other than indi-
vidualized cravats, they appeared at times like inward-looking appara-
tions. Their boyish presences called up uncanny tropes of sexual

ambiguity and the doppelgidnger, while their moments of comic lightness
were laced with an eerily self-conscious sense of guilt or foreboding.

To sum up: we arrived, both by design and by accident, at a set of
framing assumptions, drawn from our source material, that we used for
theatre-making; standing behind all of them was the spectre of the uncanny,
reconfigured from Freud's original hypothesis, so that it was stripped of its
psychoanalytic justification and rendered as a purely aesthetic notion — &

The Aesthetic Uncanny: Staging Derian Gray 163

3 For a defence of Oscar
Wilde's attitudes to
women, or rather
‘modern’ women, see
Stetz 2001,

Interestingly, Moe
Meyer (Meyer 1994:
80-81) outlines a
relationship between
Wilde's construction
of a performative Self
and the Delsarte
system, designed as it
was to disclose the
interior life of the
artist through
aestheticized
movement.
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