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    Introduction

    Rob Madge


    This version of Charley’s Aunt is celebratory, chaotic and queerer than ever before – unashamedly so!


    When I was approached to adapt this brilliant farce, the first question that came to mind was how do we tackle gender-bending being used as a comedic trope in this current age? I should like to think we have moved past the point in history where people dressing in a non-conforming way is seen as hysterical. The notion of ‘man wears dress, isn’t that funny?’ is rooted in transphobia and misogyny, and, ultimately, I believe comedy can be cleverer! That being said, Thomas has written a masterpiece of farce. Is that to say, then, that because one of its tropes might be outdated that the piece may never be revived? Must we dismiss brilliant works purely because we are afraid of a little renovation? Rather than throw these brilliant comic works in the bin, I opt instead to recycle! To repurpose! Indeed, if we do not, then that is where the danger lies. If we are not constantly challenging ourselves to evolve, theatre is at serious risk of growing stale. The grand piano can still work – the keys just need a little tuning!


    I admit there is fear attached to the notion of updating. At the time of this adaptation being published, an article reads ‘HIDDEN AGENDA IN FARCE REWRITE!’, as though we all ought to seek shelter till the hurricane has passed. My initial response is quite simple: it’s only a bloody play. It’s not that deep. However, I understand people like their classics the way they are – untouched, untainted by the big, scary world out there. We see this reﬂected whenever a remake or sequel to a beloved ﬁlm is announced – the outcries of despair! ‘How dare you destroy Lilo and Stitch!’ Let me be the ﬁrst to assure you, we have lost none of the sparkling wit of the original. We have subtracted nothing, merely added (Maths reference). If you loved Thomas’s play, this is still for you. We are simply opening the doors to even more audience members, including others as part of the party. Theatre is not an insular thing. It should never be exclusionary and we should never gatekeep. Simply consider this play a Charley’s Aunt expansion pack.


    Not unlike Brandon Thomas’s original dialogue, the comedy operates at a rapid pace. The lines should zip along, the word play should come thick and fast, almost to a disorienting level, enhancing the double-identity confusion. Crucially, I have not changed the period. Indeed, I have retained as much of the original language as possible, but modernised it here and there for comedic purposes, where necessary. We all known a Victorian English woman would never have really said, ‘one already has the ick’, a butler would not have referred to themself as ‘unclockable’, but in the words of Dame Julie Walters as Mrs Overall in the greatest musical of all time, Victoria Wood’s Acorn Antiques – ‘IT IS THEATRE. IT DOESN’T HAVE TO MAKE SENSE.’ A motto I live by. The juxtaposition of this period setting and a contemporary sensibility allows for great comic potential. This is also reﬂected in the music peppered throughout, the USP of Charley’s Aunt being that these songs will be queer anthems. Because I’ve written it. So tough.


    I had a number of fundamental goals when adapting the play: Firstly, I wanted it shorter. Secondary characters have been cut, several lengthy stage directions omitted, in favour of allowing more creative licence when it comes to staging the play. Secondly, I wanted the roles of Kitty and Amy to be far more active. In this version, it is their idea to disguise their friend as Donna Lucia, rather than the boys’. The idea of a trio of sisters (when Babbs is dressed as Donna Lucia) felt far stronger and less problematic than a trio of lads trying to trick their girlfriends. Originally, the women were passive, simply deceived. Now, they are actively deceiving, all the while doing it with buckets of boisterousness and mischief! Jack and Charley, meanwhile, being the privileged Oxford boys that they are, believe that they are the ones deceiving the girls. In reality, the one who holds all control, and unbeknownst to the others, is Babbs. Only Babbs is aware that both parties are attempting to trick the other. The opportunity for comedy with this dramatic irony felt all kinds of juicy! Moreover, the idea of Babbs being Spettigue’s butler and being the only truly smart one, despite being lowest in the hierarchy, felt correct (in this version I have merged the original role of Brassett the butler and Babbs the student). Ultimately, the one considered most powerful on that hierarchy, Spettigue, is the one so easily deceived, and the one least educated.


    Thirdly, and possibly most crucially, the play has been signiﬁcantly ‘queered up’ (as you’d expect, because I’ve written it). In our Charley’s Aunt, the comedy does not stem from a bloke’s discomfort at dressing as an old widow-lady. The comedy, rather, stems from someone’s joy at dressing as an old widow-lady and more so, how polite Victorian society reacts to such a thing. We are laughing with our gender-bending hero, relishing their love of the stockings, rather than admonishing them for it. We are instead admonishing those who refuse to get on board. In our version, Babbs wholeheartedly embraces this new ‘role’ and comes to learn that Donna Lucia suits them rather well. On that, the role should be played by somebody proudly gender ﬂuid – I have used they/them pronouns for Babbs in stage directions, but he/him when referred to by the characters. Indeed, given the period, Babbs would have gone by he/him – but for the sake of who Babbs truly is, under a modern microscope, it felt remiss to refer to them as anything but they/ them in stage directions.


    On that note, I wanted to go one step further and negate the notion that Babbs is in any way a ‘man’ dressing as a ‘woman’. They can’t ﬁnd the words for what they are. All they know is that they are different to the binaries surrounding them. Indeed, in this day and age, they would likely label themself as non-binary. Of course, the Victorians didn’t have such a concept. So, then, we are watching somebody in real-time discover who they are against a backdrop of prejudice. And these people would have existed. They simply didn’t have the label. We have always been here, spreading joy! I ultimately wanted to demystify the notion that a gender-neutral person might be ‘confusing’. Babbs becomes the audience’s conﬁdante. They become the one person we truly trust when, in fact, it is everybody else that is confusing! Babbs and their penchant for gender-bending turns out to be one of the most logical, sane things in the entire play! In short, through several farcical misunderstandings, Babbs comes to a great understanding of who they are. And it is joyous!


    The idea of gender expression and deception feels particularly potent now given societal views on transness – I wanted to be very sensitive about how we tackle that here. A lot of the comedy seemed to stem from the idea of Spettigue being ‘duped’. In our version, the comedy should instead come from Babbs having to remember their role, from miscommunication, from the tone-deaf privilege of the boys. In the original, the ﬁnal ‘reveal’ is the ultimate comedic act. ‘Shock horror! It’s been a bloke in a wig!’ In our version, however, the reveal is a rare, true moment of sincerity. The comedy dissipates and instead we see the cataclysmic, violent effects of internal prejudice, the end result of several ‘harmless jokes’. In Spettigue’s outburst, we ﬁnally see true colours emerge – fear, regret, redemption – and it should all be played with utter truth (‘truth’ being the key word for all performances – whilst these characters might appear bombastic, outlandish and the epitome of ridiculousness, they believe in their dilemmas wholeheartedly. When Jack admits he loves Kitty more than cricket, for him that is genuinely a massive deal. Only if we believe these characters are real will we root for them and, most importantly, ﬁnd them funny.


    Finally, I can’t stress enough how this piece will automatically be elevated if performed by a queer company. It should feel like the LGBTQIA+ community is putting on a play about how people view them, holding up a mirror. In playing those privileged twats, they are able to mock them at the same time. That’s where we’ll get the laughs in this day and age!

  

  
    
      
    


    A Nick Hern Book
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