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We are a world leading youth arts charity.
We have been centre stage for over
60 years, inspiring young people and
audiences alike in the importance of live
theatre. Our charitable remit is to give free
and affordable opportunities both onstage
and backstage to young people aged
14-25 from across the UK.
We seek out the most diverse, the most
talented and the most vulnerable through
an active audition programme and
community engagement to give unique,
life-changing experiences working with
some of the UK’s leading professional
directors, writers, producers, designers and
stage managers.

We have engaged over 150,000 young
people since 1956 and reached an
audience of over 2 billion people from
stadiums to studios at national and
international events. We continue to
represent the best of British young talent
whilst sharing our best practice abroad to
extend opportunities for young voices and
to effect positive change in a
complex world.
Our work benefits each new generation
of artists, creative leaders, and social
and political game changers in both the
private and public sectors. These alumni
represent our four pillars of excellence,
opportunity, compassion and community.
They often return to NYT to offer free
mentorship, leadership and vital job
opportunities across all art platforms.

O1—Our Mission

The National Youth Theatre empowers
young people to take centre stage in
their lives

We believe we are a force for good,
breaking down social and economic
barriers by our investment in diversity
and community and telling relevant
challenging stories for our time.In an
increasingly virtual world, the value of LIVE
has never been greater.
We learn by doing, vocation is at our
heart, experience at our finger tips and
excellence at our core.
We are as ambitious as the young people
we serve.
Paul Roseby, CEO and Artistic Director
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This challenge created two famous
monsters, with Lord Byron’s The Vampyr
(an unfinished story which would be
completed by John Pollidori), commonly
considered the first vampire story in English
Literature, and Shelley’s Frankenstein,
both born against the same dark and
foreboding backdrop. However, while
The Vampyr looked to the superstitions of
the past for inspiration and to generate
horror, Shelley grounded her story in the
possibilities of the time, and in doing so
wrote the first example of what we would
now call science fiction.
Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus
was first published anonymously in 1818,
with a note of introduction from Shelley’s
partner and soon to be husband, the poet
Percy Bysshe-Shelley, who many assumed
had written it himself. Mary’s name would
not appear in connection with the book
until the second edition was published
five years later in 1823, the same year
that Richard Brinsley Peake staged his
adaptation of the story Presumtion; or, the
Fate of Frankenstein at the English Opera
House (now the Lyceum Theatre).
Peake’s production, compelled by the
need for spectacle to tell Shelley’s story
on stage, introduced a number of the
visual elements that have come to be

associated with Frankenstein, as well
as cutting and simplifying the story’s
structure, to focus on the battle between
Frankenstein and his creation in more
detail, something which many modern
productions and adaptations choose to
do.
The continued popularity of the story
and its adaptation compelled Shelley to
publish a revised edition in 1831, which
became the definitive version of the novel.
Shelley’s revision was influenced by her
experiences in the time since Frankenstein
had been introduced to the world. In
particular the deaths of her husband, and
three of their four children, coupled with
and the considerable financial pressure
she faced, resulted in an even darker
tone, one which both invites criticism of
Dr. Frankenstein’s actions, and suggests
that even a brilliant scientist can be
vulnerable to the force of fate. In the new
edition, Shelley introduced readers to the
theories of Italian scientist Luigi Galvani,
who discovered bioelectricity. Shelly used
his work to explain to the reader the role
of electricity in bringing the monster to
life, and referenced the work of Erasmus
Darwin (Charles’ grandfather) on the origins
of life in her introduction, continuing to
connect her story to the cutting edge
science of her time.

O2 — Introduction

Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin Shelley
wrote Frankenstein in 1816, during
the ‘summer of no light’, a freak
climate event caused by large
volcanic eruptions in Indonesia
and the Philippines. These eruptions
caused unseasonal darkness and
extreme rainfall, causing deaths
and famine across Europe. It is against
this tumultuous backdrop that the
18-year-old Shelley, while holidaying
near Lake Geneva in Switzerland, was
challenged by the poet Lord Byron to
write a ghost story.

This adaptation similarly places
contemporary questions of science
and ethics at the heart of a faithful
re-imagining of Shelley’s original story,
honouring the structure she used to
ground her fantastical tale in the real world
of her time. A little over 200 years after
Shelley first created her ‘monster’ out of
the darkness, questioning the responsibility
we have, as a species and individuals, to
each other and the world in which we live,
asking familiar questions from the past of
our present time.
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In many dramatic interpretations, this
framing device is removed, with adaptors
often preferring to chronologically present
the events of the story. However, in this
adaptation, the framing device is left
intact, updated from handwritten letters to
recordings and data compiled from the
different perspectives. As such, the story
is able to shift between time periods, and
place characters from different points in
the story on stage at the same time, taking
advantage of both modern technology
and the interwoven stories to create the
space for the audience to consider the
central story of Victoria and Shell from the
perspectives of both characters, while also
enabling broader thematic connections to
be made outside of the world of the story.
The following synopsis aims to set out the
story, and some of these thematic points

O3 — Notes on the adaption

In Shelley’s original text, the story of
Frankenstein begins with a collection of
letters sent home by Robert Walton, a
polar explorer, to his sister Margaret. The
letters chart the difficulties experienced by
the expedition, and the moment at which
they encounter a lone individual on the
ice. The individual is Dr. Victor Frankenstein,
and once they have brought him onboard
their vessel and revived him, Victor tells
the story of how he came to be found by
them, which Walton later transcribes and
includes with the letters back to his sister.
Frankenstein’s story includes recollections
from his unnamed creation, who Walton
describes meeting in his continued letters
to his sister, after he finishes recounting
Victors tale. The letters form a narrative
frame around the story, allowing the
reader to consider the events, which
take place from the different perspectives
of Frankenstein and the Monster, and
more effectively reflect upon the themes
of the story.
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O5 — Plot Synopsis

1.
The play begins with an introduction from
Gareth Walton, a virtual documentary
maker, to his latest work which follows an
Artic expedition led by his sister, Professor
Roberta ‘Bob’ Walton and her virtual crew,
remotely operated by scientists and
experts. Walton’s funders hope that a
successful test in Arctic conditions will lead
to the technology being used elsewhere on
earth and beyond, enabling specialists to
work in, and exploit, previously unreachable
environments. Walton’s expedition
encounters a lone individual on the ice,
and Victoria Frankenstein, closer to death
than life, is brought on board. Victoria
shares her story with Bob, and the data
relating to her experiments.
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2.
Some months earlier. In the shadow of
Mont Blanc, Willa Frankenstein and Shell
have just met at a festival. While talking
about her family, and the recent tragedies
that have befallen them, Willa tells Shell
that her big sister Victoria is due to deliver
an important lecture at the University of
Ingolstadt. Shell reveals that she was ‘born’
in Ingolstadt, and becomes distressed,
asking Willa whether people should be
responsible for the things that they create.
As Willa consoles her, a distressed Shell
breaks her neck as they embrace, leaving
her body to be discovered by Justin, who is
wrongly accused of her murder.
3.
Garth’s documentary moves further back
in time, showing a collection of images
and moments from Victoria’s childhood;
her relationship with her parents, and with
her sister Willa and with Eli, a child her own
age who was adopted by her parents. She
is shown buried in her work following the
death of her father Charles, as she strives

5.
Victoria, against her family and friends
wishes, leaves England to travel to Mont
Blanc, where she comes face to face
with Shell. Shell wishes to return things to
to create artificial life, a machine that can
feel. Just as Victoria begins to despair that the way they were before, in the lab, and
offers to allow Victoria to destroy her by
what she is trying to achieve is impossible,
removing her operational core, but Victoria
the prototype, Shell, seeks to comfort
finds that she is unable to take Shell’s life.
Victoria, at first coldly and robotically,
Shell’s final proposition is that Victoria make
but gradually evolving to express love for
her able to reproduce, but Victoria again
Victoria, calling her ‘mother’. A stunned
Victoria shuts Shell down, only for Shell to re- refuses, instead agrees to manufacture a
awaken herself, an act that terrifies Victoria, companion for Shell, on the condition that
she leave and live in a remote uninhabited
as she realizes that she has created true
artificial intelligence, singularly independent place, away from the rest of the world.
of her programming. Victoria flees into the
6.
streets of Ingolstadt, horrified by what she
Victoria returns home briefly before
has achieved, where she is found by Clair,
heading to a remote Scottish island to
a family friend sent to check on her by Eli
and her worried family. Together they return construct Shell’s companion at a disused
military base. Encouraged by her mother,
to the lab, only to find Shell gone. Clair
Alphonsine, Victoria asks Eli to marry
takes Victoria home, where they learn of
her when she returns in six months time,
Willa’s death. Victoria fears the worse, but
before leaving with Clair to Scotland to
dares not say anything.
set up a new lab and creates Lee. As she
programmes her new creation, she recalls
a speech given by her father about the
dangers of over-reliance on technology,
realizing keeping her promise to Shell,
could cause even greater harm. After a

brief struggle, Victoria deactivates Lee and
disposes of his body at sea. When she
returns to land she discovers that Clair, has
been found dead, with her neck broken,
just as Willa had been, and Shell vows to be
with Victoria on her wedding night.
7.
At her mother’s insistence, Victoria agrees
to go on with the wedding, and she
reveals to Eli that she is being pursued by
Shell, but is unable to tell the whole truth.
Eli arranges for Victoria to be continually
surrounded by people, with both of them
convinced that it is Victoria who Shell wishes
to harm. However, when Eli leaves Victoria
in the care of her Bridesmaids, it becomes
clear that Eli was Shell’s intended target all
along.

O5 — Plot Synopsis

4.
Shell travels north, seeking to cross the
English Channel with a family of refugees;
Mariam, Ayo and Niki who are fleeing
a war, which claimed the life of their
husband and father in a drone strike. When
the seriously ill Niki is unable to get her
medicine and dies in the camp, an angry
and emotionally distressed Ayo attacks and
disowns Shell. He accuses her of being ‘a
military secret’ having recognised symbols
on her power unit as the same as those he
saw on fragments of the drone that killed
his father. Rejected and abandoned, a
hurt Shell, driven to fury, declares war on
the human species, vowing that she will
confront Victoria.

8.
Victoria, having lost both Eli and her
mother, who died shortly after the wedding,
recovers in a psychiatric hospital, where
she is contacted by Shell. Shell invites
Victoria to follow her north, as she finds a
place remote from the humanity that has
rejected her. A vengeful Victoria finally
shares the information she has on Shell
with DI Wollstonecraft, a police officer she
met in Scotland, but it is too late, and he
is unable to help her in her bring Shell to
justice. Victoria decides to head north to
the arctic alone.
9.
The story returns to the present. As
conditions worsen, the expedition is forced
to turn back, and Professor Walton is forced
to leave a dying Victoria alone. Just as
she leaves Victoria’s body on the ice,
Shell arrives, to be with her creator at the
end. As Professor Walton watches them
drift away slowly on the ice, echoes of the
influence of technology on our lives are
heard and seen as Shell and Victoria are
borne into darkness by the waves.
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And then I came in to speak with the
National Youth Theatre who wanted to
make an adaptation of Frankenstein
with contemporary resonance, and I
started to think about it as a piece to be
created with young performers, and how it
would appeal to an audience potentially
coming to the theatre for the first time,
experiencing live performance for the first
time. And then it quite quickly became
a contemporary setting, slightly into the
future.

How did you begin the process of
adaptation?
With any adaptation, once you’re not
reproducing some aspect of the original,
you have to make choices about the
changes you are going to make. When
adapting a book, there’s the question of
form; it’s not written as a play, therefore
how do you turn it from one form into the
other. Additionally in this case, the story
Mary Shelley wrote is written to take place
around the end of the 18th early beginning
19th century, whereas the play is going to
take place in the 2020s.
For me as an adaptor it always feels
important to ask how these choices
fundamentally shape what I’m doing,
and what does this version of the story
need to be? This version of the story was
going to be a play, and because of this,
it needed to be now. And rather than
seeing these change-choices as burdens,
as things which annoy me because I have
to change things, I ask; what is it that’s

liberating about thinking about it as a
play? What is it that is liberating about it
happening now?
What came quite soon was the problem
of everybody knowing what Frankenstein is
without maybe ever having read the book.
It’s one of those titles that an audience
comes to with an expectation, just from the
title. Some of which are of course not from
the book at all, but from later adaptations,
including Presumption, and films that
really launched the story into the popular
consciousness. So one of the things that
made me want to do was to go ahead
and give people coming to this story a new
experience, to make bold choices in how
we engaged with that expectation.
What influenced your choice to mirror
the structure of Shelley’s book in this
adaptation?
Mary Shelley wrote a sort of mock
documentary. The book is notionally this
series of nested narratives, and the idea
is that you are reading these real letters
from a real voyage that somehow take
us deeper and deeper into this story, as if
it could be set in the real world. One of
the things about Frankenstein as a book
that’s exciting is that it’s not a historic,
Italian-castle gothic tale; it’s actually a
contemporary science story. The story
presents characters on polar expeditions,
doing what was, at the time, cutting-edge
scientific research, there’s also a huge
amount of documentary material in the
book and one of the reasons that makes
the book more powerful is that it takes
the psychologically compelling elements
of gothic terror, and puts them in the
contemporary world of her audience.
Whereas earlier gothic novels had
transported the reader to mysterious other
worlds; to Southern Europe, or to an older
Catholic or medieval world, away from the
contemporary world, the locations Shelley
uses for the story were ones she herself had

seen and written about, setting Frankenstein
very much in the contemporary world.
And so in approaching this adaptation,
it seemed right to honour this, to set
it somewhere recognisable as the
contemporary world of our audience,
rather than setting it in the older, mysterious
other world of 1818.
The other exciting thing about the book
being structured around three storytellers, is
that it makes us look at how each of those
three stories interrelate, it asks us to think
about what these different experiences,
perspectives, have to do with each other.
What does the creature’s experience
of being alone, of feeling abandoned,
have to do with the story of the scientist
trying to create life, and succeeding,
and then how does that connect with a
polar explorer’s journey into the unknown.
Obviously it would be much easier to chop
some of them out, and some really brilliant
adaptations do that, but I wanted to find
out what happened if we include all of
them. I had the luxury of knowing I had a
large cast, 16 really good actors to work
with, and so I could ask, What happens if
we tell the story of the polar exploration,
the story of the creation of the artificial life
form, and the experience that creation has
when it’s left on it’s own? What happens if
we tell all three of those stories?
Why did you choose to set the play in
the near future rather than the present
day?
We needed to allow ourselves technology
that is not current, to slightly estrange the
audiences experience. Although we
refer to smart phones, we’ve pushed it
forward a little bit into the future, and this
means we can use the structure and idea
of technology to serve the story, without
having to fully explain how it all works. In
the book, the amount of time and detail
that is to do with describing and explaining
the actual technology and process of

O6 — Approaching the adaptation

Interview with Carl Miller
How did this project begin for you?
It’s a story that I’d wanted to adapt for
a while and I’d worked on a reading of
Presumption, the first dramatic adaptation
of Shelley’s book while I was working at a
theatre in Bury St. Edmunds. The theatre
had been built at around the same time
as the book was written, and so my focus
had been on what the story meant in terms
of that time and the things people were
talking about in the early 19th century.
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How have you used the original text
when writing the script?
It felt really important that things from
within the book should run through the
adaptation. There are moments in which
we make conscious references to the
book, which I hope will send the people
back to the book after they’ve seen the

show. In the first draft there was a lot more
of Mary Shelley’s text in the script, but we
made a choice that the characters should
speak in a way that reflects something
about how we speak to each other now,
and so some of that original text was taken
out. There is a point towards the end of the
play, at a crucial moment when all three
stories are coming together, where we’re
on the ship: Victoria is chasing Shell and it’s
the last chance she has to keep her quest
going and that’s the point when Shelley’s
text and our play suddenly mesh and it felt
like that gave us a lot of power.

Almost all of the choices, in terms of
character interaction and relationships,
are led by the book rather than
being imposed by me. The only really
significant alterations have happened
when I’ve had to make sure that it feels
like the story is happening now. So for
example, when Shell is travelling with the
refugee family, the fear and hostility she
feels, of having to explain and defend
herself, and the trauma that people are
bringing with them, all of that comes
from the book, even though the scene
doesn’t. I wanted to make sure that
you would find the heart of each of
our episodes in the book, rather than
inventing something completely new.

time. But today, physical beauty as a
reflection of someone’s inner goodness
is something we’re very sceptical of,
and so it felt more horrific to have
the monster be a less visible threat,
something that wouldn’t be rejected as
dangerous because of it’s appearance.
And actually, what’s ugly and evil
probably looks a lot like us, and that’s
something that we have got to face. So
we haven’t gone down that physical,
hideous monster route, it’s one of the
bolder choices we’ve made. Making
Shell hideous felt unhelpful. It seemed
far more unnerving to find the moral
emptiness of the character, to suggest
that appearances can be deceptive.

How did the decision to switch the
genders of the play’s characters
come about?
First of all it came from a question of;
how do we make sure that in telling
this story now, we’ve got a bunch of
really fantastic parts for both men and
women? It also gives the opportunity for
the actors to create a unique character
for the production. Rather than feeling
they have to live up to the expectation
of the book, it gives us as a creative
team the chance for some very exciting
casting choices. As with any play, some
of the character comes from the person
playing it, and some comes from the
DNA of the source material.

What advice would you give to a
young writer or student approaching
or studying this text?
I think that sometimes the surface of
these works can be very daunting for
readers, because there’s so much to
take in, so much to learn. I think that
you can read the book for it’s plot, the
brilliant story that it is, but I think there’s
something else about it. It’s really about
a teenager, Shelley, writing a story to ask
questions; how do I make sense of the
world? What is a good life? What are the
things to make sacrifices for? How do
you make relationships? I think all of that
is so powerful in the book the context
that Shelley was writing in, that the key is
to read it, not as classic English Literature,
but as a young woman’s exploration
of these big important questions, and
to see it as a way to start your own
conversations about these questions.

Has the process of adapting the story
to take place in a time closer to our
present changed your views on any of
the stories themes?
In Shelley’s book, the monster represents
the coming of an ugly evil to destroy
a beautiful good Frankenstein’s sin in
physical form wiping out the good
things in his life, and the relationship
between appearance and goodness
was a regular theme in much of the
philosophical writing and poetry of the

O6 — Approaching the adaptation

making the creature is very small. What the
book talks about is the implications once
this work has been done, and once again
the narrative choices were really to try and
honour the scale of the book.
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With this in mind, consider this quotation
from Victor Frankenstein as he considers
the enormity of what he has achieved, and
rewrite it as something, which Victoria might
have said when she first activated Shell.
‘I paused, examining and analysing all
the minutiae of causation, as exemplified
in the change from life to death, and
death to life, until from the midst of this
darkness a sudden light broke in upon
me – a light so brilliant and wondrous, yet
so simple, that while I became dizzy with
the immensity of the prospect which it
illustrated, I was surprised, that among so
many men of genius who had directed
their inquiries towards the same science,
that I alone should be reserved to discover
so astonishing a secret.’
Some points to think about:
• What does Shelley’s use of language in
this extract tell us about the Character of
Frankenstein, and how can this intention
be mirrored in a modernised version of this
speech?

• What isn’t the character saying, and what
does that tell us about their state of mind?
• How might you extend the speech to
better reflect upon the ethical questions at
the heart of both versions of the story – did
Victor/Victoria ever stop to consider whether
she should pursue her goal before it was
too late?
Frankenstein through the ages:
It is often said that each generation has
their own version of Frankenstein, and
that in each interpretation the monster
represents something different; from the
threat of Nuclear War to genetics and
bioengineering. In this task, choose a time
period, or era in which to relocate the
story, and consider what the monster might
represent in these circumstances.
This could potentially be the time in which
another one of the texts you are studying is
set, or was written. What differences does
the historical context of a piece of literature
make to the meanings and themes it
contains – and what can you learn about
Shelley’s original text by placing the
Monster in different time periods?
Create a table charting these different
meanings, always returning to your
understanding of Shelley’s original text
to see if what you have learnt from this
exercise sheds new light on the story.

The Representation of Women:
Shelley grew up in the company of many
of the great thinkers of her time, due to
her being the daughter of the political
philosopher William Godwin, and Mary
Wollstonecraft, the pioneering feminist
philosopher and author of The Vindication
of The Rights of Women (who died less than
a month after giving birth to her daughter).
As such, the 18 year old Shelley wrote
from a unique perspective, but was also
required to adhere to the social and
creative conventions of the time. As Carl
Miller mentions in the above interview, and
Emily Gray discusses later in the pack, the
decision to switch the genders of all of the
characters in the play didn’t present any
significant challenges to the realization of
the story, and didn’t raise any question from
the cast during rehearsals.
However, this would not always have been
the case, and in particular, the position of
women as leading figures and experts in
the realm of science and technology has
often been challenged and disregarded.
• Ada Lovelace, who incidentally was
the grand daughter of Lord Byron, is often
credited as having written the first ever
computer program as she worked with
Charles Babbage in creating his difference
engine. although many male historians
discredit that claim, citing the fact that
Babbage, as the inventor of the machine,
must have written programmes prior to
Lovelace having done so.

• Hedy Lammar was a 1940’s movie star
and an inventor. It was recently revealed
that one of her patents while working with
the US airforce laid the foundations for
what would go onto become Bluetooth
technology. However, during her life, she
was persistently marginalised by Hollywood
studios who wanted to keep her identity
as a ‘bombshell’ unsullied by any ideas of
academic and scientific brilliance. (https://
www.theguardian.com/film/2018/mar/08/
hedy-lamarr-1940s-bombshell-helpedinvent-wifi-missile)
• Even the history of women in the field of
Science fiction has been partially erased
due to the misogynistic actions of many
editors. (https://www.wired.com/2019/02/
geeks-guide-history-women-sci-fi/)
Further examples of this bias can be found
in Invisible Women by Caroline Criado Perez
which examines how a gender data gap
has resulted in the marginalisation of many
more women in science, design, and other
fields.
Bearing all of this in mind, you might
consider how the decision to switch the
gender of Dr. Frankenstein and the Monster
would have been received at other times
during the past 200 years. Further more,
consider what would happen to the
meaning of other texts if the genders of
all of the characters were switched, what
would it mean for a story such as Margaret
Atwood’s The Handmaids Tale, and what
does that signify about the relationship
between the time in which a story is written,
and it’s meaning in terms of the dominant
social circumstances of that time.

O7 — Frankenstein through the ages

Modernising Shelley’s text
As discussed above, much of the text of his
adaptation is inspired by Shelley’s original
novel, and that while Carl Miller removed
many of the direct quotations from the final
draft of the play, their DNA remains in the
themes and action of the piece.
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I really liked that in this adaptation, the
audience follow the play in a similar way
that the reader follows the book, and I think
it’s made a difference to how we are able
to tell the story. It sets things up for us to
come back to, creating a richer dramatic
picture, and a challenge for us to work out
ways to clearly tell the stories within that
frame.
How have you approached directing a
modern adaptation of a story more than
200 years old?
It’s important to remember the different
context in which Shelley wrote her original
story. In many ways the great horror of her

story, was the idea of Frankenstein playing
God, which now, although we’ve talked
about, feels less prevalent in this context,
because religion isn’t quite as dominant in
many peoples lives, particularly scientists,
as it would have been then.
Similarly, Shelley was writing at a time when
there were strict expectations among the
vast majority of people surrounding gender
roles. For us, switching all of the characters
from male to female, and having a
female character at the heart of a story
about science hasn’t really come up as
a point of discussion during rehearsals.
We are working in the 21st Century, with a
generation who are so much more open
and liberated, and so of course, no one
has batted an eyelid about a female
explorer leading an expedition to the
Arctic. I hope the audience won’t even
question that aspect of the production.
Have there been any recurring themes
or ideas that have become central to
the rehearsal process?
When we were discussing the story and

adaptation in the R&D one of the major
things that came up was about taking
responsibility for your actions. Obviously, this
is a big theme for Dr Frankenstein, but lots
of the other characters have to deal with
that as well. In both versions of the story
there is a sense of; if we create something,
we take on a responsibility in the world.
How do we then follow it through? Or do
we not? And what are the repercussions of
that choice? It was an important question
in the time that Mary Shelley was writing the
book, and it’s important here, today as well.
The relationships that the story presents
are also very important - any great piece
of literature has perennial relationships
in it that we can still relate to. And what’s
brilliant about Carl’s adaptation; is that
a lot of the relationships are remarkably
similar to how they are in Shelley’s original
text. Obviously we’ve switched male and
female, but essentially the character types
are the same, so for the actors they’ve
been able to draw on, not only Carl’s text,
but also the original, and so instantly they
understand that is the character, these are

their relationships, that are so central to the
story.
As a director, how do you practically
bring these relationships to life on
stage?
I’ll quite often approach things from the
physical side, much of the work I’ve done
has been in physical theatre territory,
and so we’ve done a lot of exploring the
character’s physicality in the space, and
then finding their physical relationship to
each other. Improvisation has also been a
big part of that process.
Being able to go back to the book is a
wonderful thing too, because actors can
talk forever about what they think about
their character or talk about the play text,
and that’s great, but it can take time.
When we get stuck, we can go back to
the original text and say ‘this is what Mary
Shelley said about this character’ and that
lets us focus on putting those characters
into the space, and for me, that’s when
they really come to life.

O8 — Interview with the Director

Bringing the Text to Life
What first drew you to this adaptation?
One of the most exciting things about this
adaptation was Carl’s decision to keep the
framing device. So many of the films and
the plays do away with it, cutting the letters
home, and sometimes the expedition all
together, which makes the story all about
Frankenstein and the monster, and loses
the wider context of Shelley’s original story.
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The sequence detailed below is designed
for two performers working with a director
and/or teacher. This might take the form
of a large group working in pairs following
the instructions of a single director, or
by working in threes and fours, with a
dedicated director working alongside the
performers. This sequence can also be
demonstrated as a workshop scene for
two people in front of the rest of the class,
to observe how the relationship between
the two characters develops through the
sequence.
Step 1 – Linguistic Programming:
Standing opposite each other, partners
A and B decide who will take the role of
Victoria, the Programmer (A), and who will
play Lee, the Machine (B). The director
suggests a category for the pairing to play
(e.g. movies, songs, types of cheese, works
of art etc) and A begins by offering a word
that fits this category, B responds with a
word connected to, or descriptive of, what
A has just said. A then offers a different
word from the same category, and the
process repeats itself.
For example, if the category were food, a
simple progression might look like this:
A:
B:
A:
B:

Strawberry
Sweet
Bacon
Salty

A can also repeat the same word,
challenging B to find more words to
describe it, for example:
A:
B:
A:
B:

Strawberry
Sweet
Strawberry
Red

B must answer as swiftly as they can,
offering the first word they associate with
the one spoken by A. It is not a race, and
not a competition, the director encourages
the performers to think about how it feels to
be the Programmer, and how it feels to be
the Machine.
As the pairs master this simple game, it can
be made more complex, with B expected
to offer a longer description of a movies
plot, or singing a short extract from the
song A offers.
Once this part of the exercise has been
explored, Machine and Programmer swap
roles, and repeat the exercise.
Step 2 – Physical Programming:
A and B once again begin opposite each
other, with A beginning as Programmer,
and B as Machine, each with a hand
extended so that they are almost in
contact with each other palm to palm.
This time, A leads B physically, moving their
hand to guide B’s movement. B’s task is
to try to maintain the same distance and
physical relationship between their palms
at all times.

As should be encouraged to work
collaboratively, and to slowly build the
complexity of movements, and walk
them slowly and carefully through the
space. Directors can at this point begin
to offer feedback about how effectively
this movement is being achieved,
encouraging the pairs to make it seem as if
B is moving of their own accord. As before,
the pairs can swap roles to experience the
exercise from the other side.
Once they are feeling confident in their
physical relationship to one another,
directors can re-introduce the previous
game, offering A’s a category, and letting
the pairs begin to play both games
simultaneously, associating words, and
thinking of new words, alongside their
physical exploration of the space, and their
relationship to one another.
At this point, directors should stress the
need to maintain a neutral, efficient
performance of the exercise, while asking
the performers to register any points that
feel frustrating, or particularly slick and
inspired, either in terms of the movements,
or the word association. Pairs should then
share back their findings, and discuss what
they have begin to discover about the
relationship between Programmer and
Machine.
Step 3 – Independence:
The final progression of this exercise sees
both Programmer and Machine given the
freedom to switch roles while playing the
game, with neither having to obey the
other, all the time trying to maintain the
same efficient movement and speech.
This means that the Machine can resist it’s
programming, and that the Programmer
can begin to listen and learn from the
machine.

The Director gives each pair time to
explore their relationship freely in this way,
encouraging them to find and play points
of conflict and emotion as they arise in the
process.
After each run, the pairs discuss what they
found out about their characters, gradually
creating a rough score of movements
and vocal expression, which they can
then use to build their own version of the
scene between Victoria and her creation,
as she moves from programming it, to
realising that she must destroy it, with the
creation’s reactions gradually revealing that
it has become self-aware. The resulting
short scenes may continue the abstract
work on physicality and text, or may use
this as a starting point and become more
naturalistic. Sharing back the work created,
both in it’s final form, and at different
stages during the creative process,
can help support and deepen students
understanding of the rehearsal process.

O9 — Activity

Activity:
Realising Character Relationships
The exercises suggested here are adapted
from those observed during an early
rehearsal of the scene between Victoria
and Lee, her second creation, intended to
be a companion for Shell.

Extension:
The group can be asked to explore other
relationships from the play through this
sequence. For example changing the
category to planning for a wedding,
and letting both A and B lead and
follow can enable them to explore the
scenes between Victoria and Eli. Offering
motivations and objectives, can let actors
explore the discovery of Victoria on the ice
by Bob, or Victoria’s father Charles lecturing
her on the dangers of technology, or Willa’s
fatal encounter with Shell.
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The Singularity:
Victoria’s horror at this turn of events is a
result of her realisation that she has caused
the singularity, a term originally coined by
Physicist and Mathematician John Von
Neumann to describe the point at which
technological advancement would put the
future of the human race in jeopardy.
Subsequent theorists have identified the
most likely cause of such an event as
being the development of an AI powerful
enough to upgrade itself, and in doing so
exceed the intelligence and capabilities of
its creator. The fact that Shell demonstrates
the ability to learn for herself, is enough to
convince Victoria that she has achieved
this. While in real life this idea still feels
very much like science fiction, the
foundations for it are very much based
in contemporary science fact. The play
shows Shell and Lee learning by algorithm.
Algorithms:
An algorithm is a finite series of steps
or actions, which can be performed in
sequence to accomplish a specific,
unambiguous task, or to solve a problem.
It may help to think of an algorithm as
a recipe, albeit a very detailed specific
and unambiguous one. For example,
a recipe for a cake, which offers the
instruction: ‘bake until the mixture begins
to colour and has risen’ is non-specific and
ambiguous, it leaves too much space for
the individual to decide what to do to be
an algorithm. But, with a little more specific

detail: ‘bake until the entire mixture has a
consistent brown colour across the surface
and has risen by 1 cm and the internal
temperature measures 60 degrees’ it
begins to resemble an algorithm. The
final stage to creating a basic algorithm
is to create a series of easily followed
steps. Any operational action, can be
written as an algorithm, the language the
algorithm is written in, will determine how it
is used. For example the algorithms used
to solve a Rubiks cube are recorded in a
style which tells the individual which side
to rotate when, while the algorithms used
by Facebook and Google are written in
computer code which can be read by
their software.
Task:
Working in small teams or pairs, choose
a member of your group to be your
machine, and agree on a destination you
want them to reach in the room. Cover
their eyes, and see if you are able to give
them clear step-by-step instructions to
ensure that they reach the precise location
decided upon. Resist the temptation
to give instructions as they carry out the
algorithm. Once you have tested your
algorithm, you can refine it to improve
the accuracy, and move onto other
challenges.

Abstraction and Decomposition:
Decomposition describes the way in which
major tasks can be broken down into
smaller, more manageable chunks. This
idea is central to computer game design,
the game isn’t created all at once, but
rather smaller teams work on specific
aspects of the game.
For example, one team may look at
creating the wire frame model for the
characters, while another may build the
physical laws and geography of the ingame environment, simultaneously other
teams will be developing the artwork for
the characters and background, while
another team focuses on developing the
story and cut scenes. Taken even further,
there will be even more teams working on
the project who may have little to do with
creating the actual game itself, but instead
develop the artwork and marketing plan for
the game.
A similar process of decomposition can
be found in theatre, in the way in which
different departments take on different
tasks to develop and deliver a production.

Abstraction is the process by which a
problem is reduced to the most simple
data set, in effect taking only the
information critical to solve the problem
itself into consideration before placing the
solve into the wider context.
On stage, this could be seen in the way in
Extensions:
which some actors learn lines. If an actor
Place an empty bottle on the floor and
program your machine to go and collect it is struggling to remember the lines of a
particular scene, then they may need to
and bring it back.
find some time and space away from the
rest of the rehearsal process, where they
Set up some obstacles, and, making sure
at all times to keep your machine safe, see can just run the lines over and over again,
if you can program them to make their way solving the problem of not knowing their
lines, by removing all other distractions and
through it.
focusing only on what they have to say.
You could also see if you can program two Similar processes are used to learn
choreography; once the problem (knowing
machines to meet each other, and shake
the steps) is solved, the performer can start
hands. Again – approach these tasks as
scientists, seek accuracy and clarity, rather to think about how the movement section
than competition and conflict.

connects to their performance in the
piece.
Task:
Technical decomposition:
Imagine you are directing Frankenstein.
Begin by writing a list of all the different
technical elements of the production, and
using the list of creatives on page (???)
allocate each element to one of the roles,
or teams listed.
Next, choose one of the teams you have
created, and split each element into
individual tasks. Now choose one of
those tasks, and decide how you would
achieve it, or solve the problem it presents,
in abstract, removed from all of the other
elements of the production.
Breaking down the rehearsal process:
Referring to the synopsis on pages 6–7
choose one of the numbered sections,
and break down the different elements
that are included in it. Separate out each
narrative thread, and note down what the
key events are that happen in that scene.
Once you have separated out each
strand, look for points at which they could
intersect, or moments at which they echo
each other. How might you physically
stage these separate scenes to share your
discoveries with an audience.
You can then use improvisation, or refer to
Shelley’s original text to develop your own
interpretation (such an approach would
also work were to begin to write your own
re-imagining of Frankenstein).

10 — Thinking Like a Machine

Thinking Like a Machine:
The scenes between Victoria and both
of her creations, Shell and Lee, show an
advanced stage in the development of
their Artificial Intelligence. In both cases,
Victoria’s creations become self-aware,
shown by Shell’s declaration of love and
Lee’s instinct for self-preservation, and are
able to wake themselves from a resting
state.
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Have you spotted talent at your school?
Auditions and backstage interviews
to join the National Youth Theatre are
now open

Apply now: nyt.org.uk/apply

Bursaries are available
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