Nowhere to Hyde

Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic tale of the doctor with a dark side is back. And this time, it’s on a whole new level, as writer Steven Moffat reveals…

It’s summer, it’s an audition, it’s Twickenham studios, and I’m staring at Gina Bellman, trying to get my head round what she just said.
There’s a tradition at auditions that I hate: The Question. Bear in mind that an audition is a semi-circle of producers and directors and writers smiling politely at a single terrified actor, who’s expected, any moment, to launch into a full blooded, passionate and potentially soul-searing performance in the presence of complete strangers and a plate of biscuits, probably on a Tuesday morning with people passing the window and glancing in. You wouldn’t do it. I wouldn’t do it. They wouldn’t do it, except it’s their job and they like to eat (but not those biscuits, which only serve to remind them how dry their mouths have gone).

And then some smiling bastard pipes up, all chirpy and sociable (probably the producer, they always pretend they like you) and asks The Question, “What did you think of the script?” Yeah, like, no pressure! I mean, what are they going to say? “Hated it. Sorry, I’m off, I’ll have that biscuit after all!” I’ve cringed through that question a thousand times, and sweated guiltily through all the barely varying responses. And then, last June, rather wonderfully, Gina Bellman took me by surprise.
The Question had landed, and Gina had done her duty like a proper actress and protested her devotion and then she sat there for a moment, with my script on her knee (since you ask, a six-part thriller/love story with everything you need for an evening’s viewing: an ancient family curse that turns a good man into a demon, a secret organisation with a hundred year-old plan, an underground lair hiding a terrible secret, two lesbian detectives, four lions, and a helicopter in episode five) and she said, “You know, a lot of my girlfriends are going through problems exactly like these!”

Wasn’t exactly expecting that. Hardly any of my friends have Underground Lair issues. Not one of them has complained of a case of lions. Gina was talking about Jekyll, my take on Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. And she’s up for the part of Claire, a modern woman who lands herself a handsome doctor husband and discovers he can turn, in the blink of an eye, into a terrifying, libidinous psychopath. And what Gina went on to say was this: “Loads of my friends husbands are going through mid-life crises!” Well. Had to cast her after that.

Jekyll and Hyde is one of those stories that keeps on getting told. Like Sherlock Holmes, Dracula, Tarzan and Robin Hood, Jekyll and Hyde are more than great characters, they’re words in the English language. They’ve escaped from the page into our nightmares, our jokes, our headlines, our playgrounds, and, every few years, our

cinemas and televisions. Practically everyone alive knows this story, though most have probably never read it.
Why, you ask? If I knew that, I’d be a billionaire in a giant castle with a helipad, a private army and teams of identical robot women – sorry, drifting now. But if a story can be appreciated down the years as an adventure yarn, a love story, a horror movie, a sexchange comedy (Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde – check it out!) and, according to Ms Bellman, the story of a mid-life crisis, I’m guessing it’s got something for everyone. But maybe not always the same thing.

And here we go again. Another Jekyll and Hyde. So what’s new this time? The answer is, everything. For the first time the setting is the modern day: no fog, no cobblestones. Dr Tom Jackman (a descendent of poor old Henry Jekyll) is a new man with an old problem. Why? You ask again. Because if this story speaks to everyone with a dark side (i.e. everyone) why set it back then; instead of a tale of naughty Victorian hypocrisy, why not make it about all the horrors slinking around the dark side of your mind right now?

I don’t know what slinks around the dark side of James Nesbitt’s mind, but at the moment I’m guessing he thrashes in his sleep every night, muttering, “Michael Caine, John Barrymore, Spencer bloody Tracy!” Because this is not just one of the all time greatest parts ever created for any actor – it’s two of them. And it hasn’t only been played by some of the best actors ever, it’s been played by a whole damned list.

So how did we pick the new guy? Well we made another one of those lists: every single actor with a huge BBC ONE following, the acting chops to pull off a famously impossible part, enough charm to beguile you as Hyde even as he terrifies you, enough darkness to keep on edge as Jekyll even as he breaks your heart… and then

you look at that list and realise that if James Nesbitt says no, you’re clean out of ideas.

He said yes, thank God. Not that we didn’t try to put him off. No big make up job, we said, no hair, no fangs. It’s got to be all performance! You’ve got to be two people, completely different in every respect – and the amount of help we’re giving you is practically none. James took the challenge like a man: he burst into tears and begged for his mummy. No, no, I’m so funny. Of course he didn’t. He just nodded soberly, asked endless annoyingly intelligent questions, and turned an ever more spectacular shade of green as filming approached.

Over the next few months he turned in one of the most astonishing, inventive, heartfelt and daring performances I have ever seen. Forget everything you know about James Nesbitt.

Forget everything you know about Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. One of the oldest and best stories ever told is about to begin again. It’s London, 2007. It’s today. And an ancient monster, one that has terrified and thrilled and titillated the world for over a hundred years, is preparing to return… 
