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Introduction 
 

Here at The Watermill we spend a lot of time talking to teachers about ways we can use drama to enrich 
the experience of learning.  We have created this production with a simple aim: to pass on our own 
enthusiasm for the text and for performance.  We hope to reach as many people - particularly young 
people - as possible, with an affordable, accessible production of a story that we think everyone ought 
to experience. 
 
This education pack has been designed to support your experience of seeing The Picture of Dorian Gray 
at The Watermill or in your school. The pack is aimed primarily at teachers or students of Drama or 
English at Secondary School.   
 
Your feedback is most welcome, please email (heidi@watermill.org.uk) or call us on 01635 570927. 
 
Don’t forget that we offer workshops on most aspects of drama, and visit many schools in the 
surrounding area to work with students and teachers. For a workshop menu, please visit the Outreach 
pages on our website, or get in touch. 
 
 
I hope you find the pack useful. 
 
 
Lixi Chivas 
Community Associate 
 
The Watermill Theatre 
Bagnor, Newbury, Berks RG20 8AE 
www.watermill.org.uk 
 
 

www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs  
 
 

The Watermill’s core Education and Outreach programme is generously supported by The Dr. Mortimer 
and Theresa Sackler Foundation. 

mailto:heidi@watermill.org.uk
http://www.watermill.org.uk
http://www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs
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Adapting a classic 
Writer Phoebe Éclair-Powell shares her thoughts on how she approached adapting The Picture of Dorian 
Gray for the stage. 

Earlier this year I was asked to adapt Oscar 
Wilde’s most famous novel, in the year in which 
many theatres, communities and cities were 
celebrating the 50th anniversary of the partial 
decriminalisation of homosexuality – and The 
Watermill’s 50th Birthday! The Picture of Dorian 
Gray was used in court against Oscar Wilde to 
send him to jail for his sexual orientation and 
thus seems like an incredibly important and 
timely text.  

 

The themes of the book vary but within there 
are so many complex and interesting moral 
questions about society’s values, about vice and 
virtue, beauty standards and an obsession with 
youth. I have always loved the book and the 
madness of it’s central theme – a man sells his 
soul to remain beautiful and youthful whilst a 
painting of him rots away in his attic – taking on 
his true hideous nature. I also thought with the 
general election underway earlier this year the 
talk of old versus young really fascinated me – 
suddenly there was a real feeling of being 
pitched against one another. It felt like the book 
was the perfect discussion of all these incredibly 
modern problems – so now I had to start 
adapting it…but how!? 

 

I went back to the source of course and read the 
book twice in quick succession, allowing the 
story to really sink in. I did a bit of research on 
the time Oscar Wilde was writing – the 1890s – 
then I read a modern adaptation called ‘Dorian’ 
by Will Self. This is a really shocking, intense 
version that focuses on the value of art and 
narrative. The Director, Owen Horsley, asked me 
to watch Neon Demon, because for him that film 
epitomised the themes of the book with a really 
quirky and demonic twist – it was so mesmeric 
and mad, I couldn’t get enough. It was time for 
me to have a go so I put the books down, turned 

off the internet and simply wrote down what I 
could remember. As soon as I started typing, the 
voice of two narrators started to emerge. I 
realised that this was not going to be a straight 
adaptation but one in which we play the story 
out, this way it could be more anarchic and fun. 
It was important to keep in mind that this show 
would be played to a range of audiences from 
students as young as 12 to adults in village halls. 
It needs to have a real range of layers so that 
everyone can enjoy the story and get something 
from it. 

 

We have decided to use women to portray the 
story. I wanted to show younger audiences that 
anyone can play any role despite historical 
context/stereotype. This is a story about mask 
and performance and it has themes we all relate 
to. Some think of The Picture of Dorian Gray and 
immediately picture men in silk shirts quaffing 
brandy and talking about beauty. I wanted to 
transpose that image and subvert it slightly. It’s 
about being playful and most of all it’s about 
telling a story. We all do this when we’re young 
and we play every role imaginable – how sad to 
think that has to end as you get older…I wanted 
to prove that it doesn’t.  

 

Oscar Wilde is a genius of wit, vivacity, narrative 
verbosity and imagination – I only hope I have 
done his work justice and most of all I remember 
that he said himself ‘all art is quite useless’ so we 
may as well just have a lot of fun in the process. 
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Synopsis of The Watermill’s narrative  

Two narrators introduce The Picture, which is 
where their story begins, rather than with Dorian 
Gray, whom the painting depicts. 
 
The narrators are presenting the characters of 
Bas (Basil Hallward) and Woots (Henry Wotton).  
They are old friends, in both senses of the phrase.  
Bas, a painter, is extoling the virtues of his muse, 
Dorian Gray, who is sitting for Bas’ latest work.  
Dorian is unspoiled by the world and Bas is 
captivated by him. 
 
Dorian arrives for Basil to continue the portrait.  
It’s important to Basil that he finishes the painting 
today. 
 
Woots is a diverting influence, however, and 
persuades Dorian to enjoy the garden.  Away 
from Bas, Woots introduces Dorian to his 
favourite topics of conversation: the differences 
between morals and the appearance of morality, 
and the power that comes of being possessed of 
youth and beauty.  Woots is clearly afraid of 
ageing. 
 
Woots invites Dorian to the theatre that evening.  
Dorian had promised to stay with Bas, but Woots’ 
offer is more appealing. 
 
Bas shows Dorian the picture and Dorian hates it 
because he’s jealous of the man in the painting 
who is already younger than himself.  Dorian says, 
“I wish, I beg, I pray it were the other way 
around”. 
 
As the painting upsets Dorian so much, Bas wants 
to destroy it.  Woots offers to buy it but Dorian 
wants to keep it. 
 
And now the narrators formally open the 
performance.  They muse on the ‘rules’ Oscar 
Wilde gave for understanding art. 
 

Back in the story, Dorian and Woots become 
good friends.  Woots is a corrupting influence and 
has persuaded Dorian of the power he has as a 
young and beautiful man; Dorian wants to use 
this power to be influential and charitable. 
 
The narrators introduce new characters, including 
a man named James Vane, who one narrator is at 
pains to describe as “Ugly loutish James / With a 
monobrow”.  James’ sister is Sybil Vane, a music 
hall actress starring as Shakespeare’s heroines. 
 
Dorian falls for Sybil and proposes, wanting her all 
to himself.  He never tells her his name, calling 
himself Prince Charming. 
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Sybil tells her family about Dorian’s proposal.  Her 
mother’s only concern is about Dorian’s wealth.  
Her brother, James, warns Sybil against the 
match, fearing ‘Prince Charming’ will ruin her 
reputation then leave her.  He vows to kill Prince 
Charming if he hurts Sybil. 
 
Meanwhile, Dorian is gushing to Bas and Woots 
about his love for Sybil. 
 
Later, at the theatre waiting to watch Sybil 
perform, Bas and Woots debate this three-week-
old relationship.  Bas believes Dorian truly loves 
Sybil; Woots argues she’s merely Dorian’s first 
crush. 
 
Sybil’s performance that night is dreadful.  
Experiencing falling in love in real life has robbed 
Sybil of the ability to fake it.  Dorian is 
embarrassed, shocked and enraged.  The first 
cracks in his character are apparent when he 
berates Sybil and breaks off the engagement. 
 
As he goes to leave, he turns back and smirks at 

Sybil, distraught on the floor.  She kills herself by 
drinking bleach. 
 
The next day, although the newspapers are full of 
Sybil’s suicide, Dorian is oblivious.  In his portrait, 
however, he spots a smirk on his painted 
expression that wasn’t there before.  He wonders 
if his wish has come true: his soul is in the 
painting.  He panics, wanting to take back all the 
vile things he said to Sybil.  He will make things 
right by marrying her after all. 
 
Just then, Woots arrives with news of Sybil’s 
death.  Dorian knows he was horrid to her and 
feels the guilt of her death.  He also worries that 
he’s a bad person because he doesn’t feel as sad 
as perhaps he should.  Woots brushes aside 
Dorian’s feelings and concerns and leaves to get 
drunk. 
 
Bas arrives with his own, heartfelt 
commiserations for Dorian on the loss of his 
sweetheart.  Dorian dismisses Bas’ sympathy as 
roughly as Woots did Dorian’s own feelings 
moments earlier.  Bas accuses Dorian of copying 
Woots. 
 
Ten years pass.  Woots shapes Dorian, 
encouraging him to follow his primal, hedonistic 
urges.  Dorian indulges in finery, drink, women, 
men, and all the while stays looking youthful and 
fresh.  The portrait rots in a locked attic room. 
 
In 1899 rumours fly about Dorian bringing a long 
list of men to the ruin of madness, drug overdose, 
bankruptcy, and so on. 
 
One night Dorian bumps into one of these men, 
Alan Campbell, a scientist and musician.  Alan 
uses Dorian’s nickname ‘Prince Charming’ in 
hearing distance of James Vane.  James has long 
wanted revenge for his sister’s death at the ill-
treatment of ‘Prince Charming’.  James goes to 
attack Dorian but Dorian stops James, citing his 
youthful face as proof he couldn’t possibly be the 
man James is seeking.  Dorian leaves but Alan 
explains to James that Dorian really is Prince 
Charming, arguing Dorian somehow sold his soul 
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for eternal beauty.  James vows to hunt down 
Dorian. 
 
Dorian hosts a hunting party at his house in the 
country.  Dorian shoots a hare and accidentally 
hits James, who has followed Dorian.  Dorian 
denies recognising James. 
 
Dorian laughs, realising his lucky escape.  Woots 
sends Dorian home, thinking Dorian is in shock.   
 
At home, Dorian’s portrait looks worse. 
 
Bas arrives late, wanting to include the picture of 
Dorian in his forthcoming exhibition.  Dorian 
refuses.  Bas confesses the painting has an extra 
layer of meaning because of the secret idolatry 
Bas felt for Dorian when he was working on it.  
Dorian has always known. 
 
Bas criticises the life Dorian leads, and the effect 
he has on his friends.  Dorian changes his mind 
and says he’ll allow Bas to exhibit the portrait.   
 
When Bas sees it he is horrified and mystified.  
Bas suggests they pray.  While he is kneeling in 
prayer, Dorian snatches up a small knife and stabs 
Bas. 
 
Dorian drinks until the early hours, then 
summons Alan Campbell to get rid of the body.  
Alan protests but Dorian coerces him. 
 
Time passes and Dorian is bored of his murders 
not being discovered.  On New Year’s Eve, Woots 
wants to celebrate his divorce, but in reality is 
missing his wife.  Dorian is caught off guard at his 
mentor going back on his assertion that it is 
foolish to love. 
 
Dorian challenges Woots, ‘what would you say if I 
told you I killed him - I killed Basil Hallward’.  
Woots finds this implausible because Dorian is so 
unblemished.  He asks Dorian for his secret to 
youthful beauty. 
 

Dorian finally sees Woots for who he really is.   
 
Dorian demands his soul back from the picture.  
As the midnight countdown echoes outside, he 
reasons that to stab the picture will release his 
soul and he’ll be able to start again.  He launches 
at the painting with the same little knife as 
before. 
 
Weeks later, his butler follows a terrible smell 
and finds the body.  The portrait now features a 
beautiful, young Dorian; the body on the floor is 
deformed with ill-deeds.  It is only thanks to the 
rings on the corpse that the butler is able identify 
the dead man is Dorian Gray. 
 
Just as we started, there is only the painting. 
 

LIXI CHIVAS 
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The Creative Team 

WRITER | Phoebe Eclair-Powell 

Phoebe Eclair-Powell is a writer from South East 
London. In 2015 Phoebe’s debut play WINK at 
Theatre 503 received rave reviews and four Off 
West End Nominations including ‘Most 
Promising New Playwright’. Her latest play, Fury, 
was runner up for the Verity Bargate Award 
2015, and subsequently won the Soho Young 
Writer’s Award and had its run extended at Soho 
Theatre due to popular demand, it also received 
an Offie nomination for ‘Best New Play’.  

For 2016-17 Phoebe is the resident playwright at 
Soho Theatre through the Channel 4 Playwright 
scheme. Prior to this Phoebe completed the 
Channel 4 Screenwriting course and Soho 
Writers’ Lab for 2014/15, and was a finalist in 
the BBC Scriptroom 8 for Drama, as well as 
Longlisted for the BBC Screenplay First 
competition. Phoebe was previously a member 
of the RCYW.  

As well as writing, Phoebe has worked as an 
Assistant Script Editor and researcher for Kudos 
Television and was recently Assistant to the 
writer Patrick Barlow on two projects – Ben Hur 
at the Tricycle and A Christmas Carol at the Noël 
Coward Theatre (Olivier Nominated for Best 
Comedy).  

 

DIRECTOR| Owen Horsley 

Owen trained at Drama Centre London. Owen 
was Associate Director on the RSC King and 
Country Tour and worked with Artistic Director 
Gregory Doran on Richard II and Henry IV Part 1 
and 2 and Henry V from 2013-16. Other RSC 
Directing credits are The Famous Victories of 
Henry V, A Midsummer Night’s Dream with 
Garsington Opera and Oscar Wilde’s Salomé in 
The Swan Theatre, RSC.  
 
Owen is also an Associate Director for Cheek by 
Jowl. He was Assistant Director to Declan 
Donnellan on The Changeling (2006), Cymbeline 

(2007), Troilus and Cressida (2008), Macbeth 
(2009-11) and ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore (2011-13) 
becoming Associate Director in 2010. Owen co-
directed the 2013 Tour of ‘Tis Pity. In 2008 Owen 
formed Eyestrings Theatre Company with his 
production of Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II 
at St Andrew’s Crypt in Holborn. Further work 
with Eyestrings include: In Bed With Messalina 
(Courtyard Theatre), See What I See (St Clements 
Mental Hospital) and The Duchess of Malfi 
(Southwark Playhouse and UK Tour).  
 
Other directing credits include: The Two Noble 
Kinsmen (RWCMD); Outside on the Street 
(Edinburgh Fringe and Arcola); Antony and 
Cleopatra, Lysistrata, As You Like It (Guildhall 
School of Music and Drama) and Hungry Heart 
(RADA). Owen also works extensively in Europe. 
He has led workshops in Spain, Italy, 
Luxembourg and France. Owen’s first Spanish 
production, The Malcontent, opened at the 
Almagro Festival in August 2011 before 
transferring to Madrid.  
 
ASSISTANT DIRECTOR | Robert Kirby  
 
Robert is an actor, director and facilitator. He 
trained as an actor at Rose Bruford and acting 
credits include Bad Jews (Theatre Royal Bath), 
Suckertash (Stratford East), and November 
underground (Edinburgh Fringe). He is an 
associate artist and course leader for the 
National Youth Theatre and works with various 
organisations as a facilitator, including The Old 
Vic. He is delighted to be working at the 
Watermill on this production.  
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Interview with the Director 
We find out the behind-the-scenes inner workings from Director Owen Horsley. 

What do you want to say with this production of 
The Picture of Dorian Gray? 

For me Dorian Gray asks a very interesting and 
contemporary moral question. What would you 
do to retain your youth and looks? Through the 
story Dorian realises that however alluring this 
may seem at first the reality of not ageing, and 
living a life of sin without consequence, destroys 
you. We are a society obsessed with image and 
filters but deep down that is not important and I 
think it is a great thing to remind ourselves of.  

 

As a director, how much of what the production 
will look and feel like is already in your mind’s 
eye before you start rehearsals?  

It really depends on how much time you have to 
rehearse. Here we had three weeks, which is a 
relatively short amount of time. I knew I had to 
find a dynamic solution to the picture and very 
quickly came up with the idea of the moving 
frame. It would keep the play moving and offer 
solutions to the different locations as well as 
something to serve as the all-important portrait. I 
had ideas of what I wanted it to do and how to 
transform the space but nothing is quite like 
being in the room with the actors and the frame 
itself. Most good thoughts come from being in 
the room. 

 

What has it been like working with the writer, 
Phoebe Éclair-Powell, on adapting this classic? 

Absolutely amazing. I have done a lot of 
Shakespeare over the years as well as his 
contemporaries, so I am more used to the writer 
being well and truly absent. This was a wonderful 
opportunity to work with a really great living 
writer! Phoebe was able to be in the rehearsal 

room for the first week and was instantly 
involved in all parts of the process. We have a 
similar desire to experiment and question so we 
found a wonderful rhythm of work, which suited 
us both. It really was a great collaboration. 

 

What have been the challenges and the benefits 
of working with such a small cast? 

I can honestly say I have never thought “oh I wish 
we had a bigger cast”. You always work with 
what you’ve got and I’m a great believer in the 
more limitations you have the more creative and 
imaginative you become. Phoebe and I both 
knew the limitations of cast, budget, time and 
every choice was informed by what we had in 
front of us. It is a wonderful thing to solve 
problems whilst having limitations. It all gets a bit 
boring if you have everything you want all the 
time – a bit like Dorian! 

 

How much does the context of society of the 
time and Oscar Wilde’s personal life influence 
the novel, and therefore this production? 

Oscar Wilde has been quoted saying that Henry, 
Dorian and Basil are all different facets of himself. 
The Artist, the Extrovert and the Subject/
Aesthete. Because he was a gay man living in a 
time that it was illegal to be gay he was used to 
playing masks and appearing like different people 
at different times. This is particularly apparent in 
the separation between the secret Dorian who is 
rotting away in his private attic and the socialite 
Dorian who remains as beautiful as the day he 
was painted. This double life is a major theme 
and reality of Wilde’s life and just like for Dorian 
it can lead to dark and dangerous consequences. 
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Can you explain why you’ve chosen made the 
decision to tell the story with three women? 

This goes back to the mask idea. I think having three 
women speak the text and play the characters 
allows the audience to hear the novel in an 
interesting and new way. The questions of beauty 
and perfection is something very prevalent amongst 
women so despite not changing the gender and 
names of the characters the sight of seeing our 
female Dorian pose and be objectified for art will 
have a different resonance. It is also important to 
put this kind of gender switch production in front of 
young people to break down the rules of gender in 
theatre and remind them that there are no set 
rules. Theatre should continue to be curious in 
order to better understand things – and in this case 
gender. 

 

Do you have a favorite moment in the production? 

I am particular fan of how Phoebe played with 
Wilde’s love of bathos in this production. Wilde is 
very known for undercutting very worthy or serious 
moments with humour. It is a wonderful device and 
I think every time the narrators speak it is a 
wonderful reminder to the audience that they are in 
a theatre and that they should be viewing the 
situation in a different, less obvious way. As a fan of 
gothic I am also a particular fan of Henry pouring 
blood into the champagne glass. It is always fun 
when you get the opportunity to be that theatrical. 

 

And finally, what advice would you give to anyone 
hoping to become a director? 

When I was at school I was a real drama geek. I used 
to put on plays whenever I could. I even tried to 
adapt the first Harry Potter book when I was 11! If it 
is something that interests you then just get some 
friends together and tell a story to an audience. In 
the end even the biggest shows in the world are just 
a group of people getting together and telling a 
story to an audience. Just have fun with it. 
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Why Wilde?  
 
“Be yourself, everyone else is taken”  
 
Oscar Wilde was a force of nature. As a writer and social commentator he was continually challenging 
society’s attitudes towards art, class, sexuality, power, desire and beauty. For me he always wrote fiercely 
from his own point of view and, like a true artist, dealt with the consequences afterwards. Tragically, this 
was to be his downfall but he remains an inspiration, whether you liked him or not, for being a man who 
stayed true to himself.  
 
Why all-female?  
 
“Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.”  
 
This is not real life – this is theatre. I think theatre should always remain curious and fluid in its 
presentation of gender and leave any perceptions and interpretations firmly in the hands of the audience. 
People will see this production and have many varied opinions about it but, just as Oscar Wilde believed 
of his own work, diversity of opinion is key to its success.  
As this is also a production designed to tour into schools and tailored for a younger audience, it is vital for 
students of all ages to see possibilities and opportunities of gender through performance. Perhaps the 
purest intention for any gender switch is to highlight the fluidity of casting to a young audience and 
remind them that there really are no rules.  
 
Why now?  
 
“It is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors.”  
 
This classic novel delivers a fantasy of youth and beauty that offers an outlook on society that never goes 
out of fashion. In a world that gets more obsessed with the visual and aesthetics on a daily basis we can 
continually view this story through a modern filter. Our fascination with looks, age and popularity can fuel 
a whole life and this story, like no other, offers a lived out fantasy of that dangerous obsession.  
 
 
 

A note from the Director 
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Meet the Cast 

Eva Feiler  

NARRATOR/BASIL/MRS VANE/JAMES  

Eva trained at Guildhall School of Music & Drama, where 
she was awarded the prestigious Gold Medal for Drama 
(2013). During her training she also won the Michael 
Bryant Award for verse speaking (performed at the 
National Theatre) and was a finalist in the Carleton Hobbs 
Radio Competition (2013). Theatre includes: Northanger 
Abbey (UK Tour); Othello, The Merchant of Venice (RSC); 
The Winter’s Tale (The Crucible, Sheffield); Eldorado 
(Arcola Theatre); See What I See (Burton Taylor Studio/
Oxford Playhouse); Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth 
(Shakespeare400 Royal Festival Hall). TV includes: Father 
Brown (BBC 1), Parkinson: Masterclass with Simon Russell
-Beale (Sky Arts). She has recently finished recording for 
the BBC’s Radio 4 drama, Wild Honey.  

Emma McDonald  

DORIAN GRAY  

Emma completed her degree in Maths and Psychology 
graduating in 2015. Watermill credits include: Twelfth 
Night and Romeo + Juliet (UK and international tour 
2017). Other theatre includes: Hero / Dogberry in Much 
Ado About Nothing (Iris Theatre); Georgiana Darcey in 
Pride and Prejudice (Sheffield Crucible Theatre). Recent 
university productions include: Lysistrata (Nottingham 
Lakeside Arts Centre – title role); Antigone (Nottingham 
New Theatre - title role); Tanya in Jerusalem (Nottingham 
New Theatre and National Student Drama Festival) Sylvia 
in Tribes (Nottingham New Theatre); Ellen in Gut Girls 
(Nottingham New Theatre).  
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Emily Stott  

NARRATOR/HENRY/SYBIL/ALAN CAMPBELL  

Emily trained at The Oxford School of Drama. Credits in-

clude: Tuckshop (Paines Plough Roundabout); Gifted 

(Theatre503); After Party (Union Theatre); Electric Eden 

(Pleasance); The Selfish Giant (Arcola); The Subterranean 

Season (VAULT festival); Early Doors (Pleasance/UK 

tour); Pancake Day (The Bunker Theatre); There Is No 

Parting (Audio Book/RNIB).  
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Interview with the Actors 
Lixi Chivas, Community Associate at The Watermill, spent a lunchbreak talking to actors Eva Feiler, Em-
ma McDonald, and Emily Stott 

How much did you know about the novel The 

Picture of Dorian Gray before you started 

working on it?  What surprises have there been 

for you? 

Emma: I’d read it and really enjoyed it. It’s very 

funny, with so much wordplay and so many 

paradoxes between the characters when they’re 

talking to each other.  There’s a duchess 

character that I really like in the book but we 

don’t have in the play. She’s quite a big, witty 

female character so it was interesting that she 

got cut. 

Eva: I hadn’t read it before. I was surprised by 

the immediacy of the writing and how modern it 

seemed. I thought I’d open up this dusty book 

and not be able to connect very well with it, but I 

could.  I think Phoebe’s adaptation is a surprising 

adaptation for any audience.  I think they will 

come in with their own preconceived ideas of 

what they’ll watch so I think the whole thing, 

hopefully, is a good surprise. 

What does it mean to you that all the roles are 

played by women?  How have you approached 

playing men, or have you? 

Emily:  I think it is wonderful that it’s an all-

female cast.  It’s very rare that we get to play 

such meaty, well-rounded characters as these.  

We never looked at it as playing ‘a man’, it was 

more about the essence of the character.  

Eva: To play a man, what does that actually 

mean?  Does that mean that you push your voice 

down and you swagger about because if so 

that’s a complete stereotype.  The spectrum of 

‘what a man is’ means he can have feminine 

aspects.   

Emma: Gender roles themselves have been so 

fabulously blurred recently that it’s great to be 

able to do the same thing on stage. 

Eva: We’re not playing genders; we’re playing 

Basil, Henry and Dorian, whoever they are, and 

we’ve left ‘man’, ‘woman’ ideas outside. 

What’s the significance of the moments when 

they put lipstick on? 

Eva: For me, as Basil, it’s not about saying to the 

audience ‘I’m a woman because I’m holding a 

female-associated piece of make-up’, it’s much 

more to do with the mask being put on which is 
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something we looked at a lot during rehearsals.  

Make-up, often for a woman, is empowering 

because you can put your armour on in a way, so 

that specific moment in the play is Basil [thinking] 

‘I’m going to knock on Dorian’s door after 7, 8, 9, 

10 years and I’m going to get what I want and this 

little lipstick will help’. 

Emily: It really is about the mask, nothing to do 

with it being a feminine item.  Dorian Gray is 

about what you look like and obsession with 

youth.  The show’s only an hour and fifteen 

minutes but it spans over ten or more years. For 

Henry when I put my lipstick on it’s me trying to 

hold onto my youth. 

Emma: And Dorian doesn’t every put any make-

up on because he doesn’t need to! 

What would like audiences to go away thinking 

about? 

Emma: How relevant it is now in the world we 

live in, with youth and beauty being obsessed 

about to the same extent and maybe even more 

than when Wilde wrote the [story].  Because 

we’re taking it to a schools audience, I think it’s 

quite important for them to see that beauty and 

what’s on the outside doesn’t necessarily trump 

what’s on the inside, which takes Dorian a very 

long time to realise. 

Emily: And Henry doesn’t realise even still by the 

end.  

Emma: The themes, as well, of sexuality in the 

play.  When Wilde wrote, [homosexuality] was 

banned and ridiculed, [the novel] was used as 

evidence for him to go to gaol, but in this play it’s 

gloriously open, especially as we’re women 

playing it.  So someone might take that away: 

‘love is love’. 

Emily: I’d love for someone to come to see it and 

by the end not care that it was women playing 

[masculine] parts. 

Who do you blame for Dorian’s demise? 

Emma: I definitely don’t blame Dorian.  I blame 

society.  We spent quite a lot of time discussing 

what happens when he swaps places with the 

picture.  At first I hadn’t quite got the idea of his 

soul actually going into the picture.  With the soul 

comes the moral compass, it’s your immortal self, 

and obviously it’s got a lot of religious 

connotations as well. With the soul going into the 

picture frame, he is without moral compass or 

personal compass so the ideas then of right and 

wrong get completely blended. He’s someone 

Reading Gaol – where Wilde was imprisoned 
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who’s constantly told ‘you’re beautiful, you’re 

perfect’, and he’s allowed to do everything; no 

one ever says no to him.  He always says to others 

‘it’s your fault, or it’s your fault’, he says it about 

four different times in the play, and at the end he 

says ‘I see it now, I accept reality’. 

Emily: He’s very impressionable.  Right at the 

start, Basil already idolises him but it’s Henry who 

says ‘you need to use what you’ve got, do it now’ 

and just from that scene in the garden Dorian’s 

taken all of those words for gold and remembers 

everything that Henry said to him. Although 

Henry put those ideas in his head, Dorian quite 

quickly wants that. 

Emma: He’s a mirror to society, he just takes on 

the values of everyone around him, he is a 

complete sponge.  We were talking with Owen 

about the list of men, these people whose 

reputations he’s ruined; it’s almost as if they 

couldn’t keep up so he’s just moved along to the 

next person. 

How are you feeling about the first performance 

to schools? 

Eva: I’m really excited about it especially because 

it’s the sort of thing that I’d have loved to have 

watched.  I just think it’s very important, 

especially now for young students, particularly 

female students, to know that anything is 

possible and that actually [theatre] can be an 

incredibly creative environment and you don’t 

necessarily need to be boxed into a specific 

casting type. 

How did you get into acting and what advice 

would you give to a young person who wants to 

become professional actor? 

Emily: If you love and you really love it, do it, 

absolutely go for it, don’t let anyone hold you 

back.  It’s such a hard industry to go into, you 

can’t do things by halves. 

Emma: Youth theatres can give you a real flavour 

for what it’s like working on a play.  The National 

Youth Theatre is a fabulous place to go and 

audition, and do summer courses with. 

Eva: It doesn’t have to be expensive.  I think 

people have the idea that you need an awful lot 

of money to be an actor but opportunities are 

available to be supported financially so look out 

for those.  When I was about 15, I read a book 

called ‘So You Want To Be An Actor’ and the first 

sentence was “Do not become an actor unless 

you cannot imagine yourself being happy doing 

anything else” which I thought was quite good. 

Emily: I’m going to go back on my own point a 

little bit actually!  Youth theatre absolutely 

shapes you as a human being.  So if you have got 

a little interest in acting or even confidence issues 

or anything like that, going to these classes once 

a week or doing a show, it is amazing how much 

people change.  I found my best ever friends 

there and I still am friends with them after 15 

years, and we’re all still actors as well.  I was so 

unbelievably shy, and wasn’t very happy as a 

teenager but going to youth theatre once a week 

changed my life. 
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Exercise 1: Character Mapping 

The whole room becomes the ‘heart’ of the play. Put Dorian, played by a student, in the centre of the 
room. Add the other characters one by one into the space. They should stand near or far away from the 
central character and the other characters, depending on how they feel about them. 
 
Start off with the positions for the beginning of the story. Then move to key moments in the story and 
ask them if they want to move. There may be some conflicts, for example if one character likes the 
other but the feeling is not reciprocated. 
 

Points: 

1. You may like to allocate multiple students for each character to keep everyone engaged and 
develop debate where students take different perspectives. 

2. This exercise makes for a gentle way into hot-seating. You can ask them individually why they’re 
standing where they are, and how they are feeling about other characters. 

3. If they don’t know the plot of the play very well, this can be an interactive way into them finding out 
the story. Tell them the main points of the story and ask them how they’re feeling now that this 
new development has happened. They can move in response to what you tell them. 

 
Alternatively, this can be a more advanced character exercise. ‘Cast’ the students in advance, and get 
them to write down quotes demonstrating how their character feels about other characters at key plot 
moments. Then, when they are moving around the character map, they can back up their new position 
with their quotations. 
 

FOLLOW UP EXERCISES 

1. DIARY: Imagine you’re the character you played in the mapping exercise, and write a diary, with 
entries for each key moment. 

2. FREEZE FRAMES: This is a natural way into ‘sculpting’ frozen pictures of key moments in the play, 
e.g. the moment Dorian first chooses Woots over Bas. 
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Exercise 2: Creating Multi-Roles 
 

 
1. Try telling a well-known story with only two actors. 
 
Split the group into pairs and ask each pair to think of a well-known story.  The narrative could come 
from a fairy-tale, a film, a book, a play. Don’t warn them what comes next!  Give the pairs a chance to 
talk through the plot, noting down the names of characters as they appear.  The challenge is to perform 
the full story (in an abridged way!) with all the characters being performed by just those two actors. 
 
How clearly can they present each character to be different from the others? 
 
Encourage them to consider their physicality (stance, posture, gait, expressions, gestures), their voice 
(pitch, pace, accent), and role signifiers (props or costumes that are a visual indicator to the audience) 
 
2. You might want to introduce a Laban-based technique of building characters. 
 
Ask the whole group to move around the room, using all the available space and making their own 
journeys.  For each of the following categories, ask everyone to start by moving in the first mode and, by 
increments (perhaps on a count of 5 or 10), transition to the second mode. 
 
WEIGHT: heaviness to lightness 
SPEED: quick to slow 
DIRECTION: direct (moving in straight lines) to indirect (avoiding straight lines) 
COMPANIONSHIP: near (moving close to others) to distant (shying away from others) 
 
Repeat the exercise, this time with everyone having chosen one of their characters to create.  For each 
category ask everyone to decide whether their character is one thing or the other (for a bigger 
challenge, you could use the number continuum).  
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Exercise 3: Playing with Status 
The concept of status is important in The Picture of Dorian Gray.  Dorian and his friends believe that 
status stems from youth and beauty. 
 
1. In pairs, devise a short everyday scene in which status is really important. Here are some 

examples: 
  A new pupil at school is being bullied by a much older pupil.   
  A customer at a restaurant is complaining about the food to the waiter. 
  The school headmaster is meeting a new student for the first time. 
  A policeman is questioning a suspect. 
 
In your scenes discuss who has the most and the least status. How can you show this physically? Try the 
scenes with both actors standing, then again but with one person sitting, and the other standing, and 
swap over. What difference does it make? 
 
2. Now look at the segment below from The Picture of Dorian Gray.   It is a confrontation between 

Dorian and James Vane (played by 2), a decade after the suicide of James’ sister, Sybil. 
 2:   Oi you! 
 Dorian:  Sorry 
 2:   You 
    Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right here right now 
 Dorian:  I don’t even know you – what have I done to you  
 2:  Prince Charming killed my sister 
 Dorian:  I don’t know what you’re talking about? 
 2:   Sybil Vane died for you 
 Dorian:  I…I’m not the man you’re looking for 
   You’re confused 
 2:   She was so in love with the promise of you 
 Dorian:  When did she die? 
 2:   10 years ago 
 Dorian:  Look at my face dear man – do I look old enough to you? 
 2:   I…but the man, he called you… 
 Dorian:  You nearly killed an innocent fellow 
 2:   I’m so…I’m so sorry 
 Dorian:  You should be  
 2:   I’m sorry, I just miss her so much 
  
3. Give each character a mark out of ten for status (1 being very low, 10 being high) for each line – 

not forgetting to rate even when the characters aren’t speaking. 
 
4. Now act out the scene, experimenting with different heights and positions. Try to make the height 

of the character (e.g. standing, sitting on a chair, kneeling, even lying down) correspond to the 
status number you have given the character. 

 
Questions to consider: 
 How can you use your body to show a character’s status?  
 What happens if you give a character with low status a physical advantage, e.g. by standing and 

leaning over somebody? 
 Look at people in your everyday life, such as your teachers, parents and friends. How do we 

understand peoples’ status in society? 
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