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SCRIPT: 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Good afternoon. My name is Edmund Chow from the University of Manchester.  
 
Today’s paper aims to explore the concepts of aesthetic evaluation of one theatre 
performance, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, in a Singapore prison. I will be arguing for a case of 
translational aesthetics. 
 
The presentation is framed in 5 parts. I shall first contextualise the performance in the 
Singapore prison, and then explain concepts from Translation Studies which I am using as a 
theoretical framework.  
 
I will refer to one notion of aesthetic evaluation highlighted in the 2010 RiDE editorial (by 
Brad Haseman and Joe Winston), namely Jacques Ranciere’s “emancipated  spectator”.  I will 
then super-impose the translational studies model and critique the work, before proposing a 
repositioning of aesthetic judgement from the first receiver’s  perspective called translational 
aesthetics. 
 
CONTEXT: PRISON SCHOOL 
 
The Kaki Bukit Centre (Prison School) is  an  offshoot  of  the  Prison’s  rehabilitative efforts. 
Here, inmates or students undertake full-time educational classes and sit for the GCE N, O 
and A levels. This was the place I taught English from 2004 to 2009, and Drama as one of the 
extracurricular activities. 
 
Each year, students undergo a holistic youth development programme called the National 
Youth Achievement Award (NYAA), with varying levels of accreditation.  
 
As it is the most exciting event in the Prison School calendar, guests-of-honour for the event 
always comprise parliamentarians and ministers, so a drama, song or dance often becomes 
the highlight of the public showing.  
 
In 2009, I decided that the performance be showcased by NYAA award recipients, not the 
drama club.  
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There were no auditions. Drama training through games and devising would capitalise on 
their strengths. After much coaxing, I finally gathered a group of 12 students, all strangers to 
drama and theatre. 
 
CONTEXT: DR JEKYLL & MR HYDE 
 
After exposing them to various art forms, they decided to perform Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, for 
short, J&H. 
 
But it will not be a direct performance of the two texts: the novella by Robert Louis 
Stevenson, and the Broadway musical by Steve Cuden and Frank Wildhorn. Three months 
later, the ensemble performed a 45-minute version of J&H.  
 
The first official showing received rave reviews from the invited guests. We were scheduled 
to perform it one more time to a larger inmate population. Because of the positive feedback, I 
invited local community-based theatre practitioners to the second show, thinking that, at last, 
it  was  ‘good’  enough  to  be  shown  to  professionals. 
 
50 minutes later, my guests quietly smiled and walked off. Their silence became the point of 
critical inquiry for me. The implied disapproval by the theatre-makers, many of whom are 
engaged in schools and community-based work, has raised questions:  
- of aesthetic values,  
- professional standards, and the  
- nature of theatrical impact of applied theatre performances. 
 
As an applied theatre practitioner in Singapore, I was confronted with these questions: 
 

1. Are there normative standards implicitly understood to govern best theatre practices?  
 

2. Can, and should, we assess production values of applied theatre performances by 
professional standards?  
 

3.  Is it not possible to achieve high aesthetic standards with non-actors? 
 
Even within our discipline, we have had criticisms. 
 
For example, (a) Shifra Schonmann has criticised applied theatre practitioners of placing 
utility over aesthetics; (b) Rustom Bharucha argues that the director, actor and playwright 
have taken centrestage in much of theatre and performance studies. It is time to reclaim 
spectatorship especially in the much-needed  move  away  from  Boal’s  notions of spect-acting 
which characterise many applied theatre practices today. 
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FROM TRANSLATION STUDIES 
 
This is where I move on to a theoretical framework to interrogate my practice. 
 
Because a performance is primarily a semiotic system like language, I will use Translation 
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Studies as a point of critical inquiry.  
 
I do acknowledge that using a Translation Studies model to understand performance is in 
itself problematic because a performance is a live, ephemeral event, whilst reading a 
translated text is less susceptible to situational factors that might add layers of meanings to 
the narrative. Yet, both processes are deeply embedded in social interactions and contexts, 
at least from the perspective of the receiving end. 
 
Here’s  one  definition.  According to Roman Jakobson,  translation  involves  ‘the  transfer  of  
“meaning” from the source language (abbreviated as SL) to the target language (TL). 
 
Eugene Nida, another pioneer, maintains that there are three stages in the translation process.  
 
The analysis stage involves finding basic structural elements or kernels in the Source 
language.  
 
The second stage is where the translator takes these kernels, modifies them in light of his 
knowledge of the target language structure, and produces forms which will be optimal 
for transfer into the receptor language. Stage 2 happens in the mind of the translator. 
 
The 3rd stage, restructuring, is also known as transformation. The purpose of this final stage 
is to transform the results of the transfer process into a stylistic form of the target 
language appropriate to the receptor language and to the intended receptors. 
 
 

 
 
 
If we zoom out, a broader flow diagram surfaces.  
 
According to Susan Bassnett-McGuire, the communicative relationship undergoes 5 phases, 
from the author to the source text, and from the translator to the target text, and then to the 
final receiver.  
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Here, it shows that there are two receivers – first, the translator who is both a source text 
receiver and target text transmitter (in Phase III), and the typical reader (in Phase V). 
 
Here’s  a  combined  model  for  our  production.  The  author  is  Robert  L  Stevenson.  But  the  
source texts for us are both the novella and the Broadway musical. Because the devising is 
collaborative, the director and the cast are the translators of the process, with our version of 
Jekyll and Hyde as the new target text.  
 

 
 
The core business of translation happens in the pathway from Phases 2 to 4. 
 
But because Bharucha would like to reclaim spectatorship, we can safely assume that his 
core of the performative event is at Phase V.  
 
I shall examine the implications of this later. There are 3 concepts from Translation Studies 
I’d  like  to  highlight. 
 
One, FIDELITY. Fidelity, or faithfulness, has been the most widely used yardstick for 
measuring translation quality.  
 
Traditionally, a faithful translation has been understood as one which bears a strong 
resemblance to its Source Text. 
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And so, the tension exists between form and meaning. Eugene Nida states: 
 
“[T]he translator is under constant pressure from the conflict between form and meaning.  
If he attempts to approximate the stylistic qualities of the original, he is likely to sacrifice 
much of the meaning, while strict adherence to the literal content usually results in 
considerable loss of the stylistic flavor.” 
 
Secondly, FORMAL EQUIVALENCE.  
 
It is a term that represents the closest decontextualised Target Language counterpart to a 
word or phrase in the Source Language.  
 
Formal equivalence focuses attention on the message itself, in both form and content, e.g. 
with correspondences such as poetry to poetry, sentence to sentence, and concept to concept. 
 
It is also considered a structural, formalistic approach, used especially in Bible translations. 
This allows the reader to understand as much of the source language context as possible.  
In other words, Formal Equivalence privileges the SL. 
 
Another component of  Nida’s  equivalence  is  called DYNAMIC EQUIVALENCE.  
 
It is based on the principle of equivalent effect. For example, the Biblical phrase  “Lamb  of  
God”  will have dynamic equivalence in an Eskimo language when it is translated to “Seal  of  
God”  – because lambs are unknown in polar regions, so this leads to a substitution of a 
culturally more meaningful item. 
 
In other words, Dynamic Equivalence privileges the TL and its contexts. 
 
FORMS AND MEANINGS IN J&H 
 
Next, in order to interrogate my own practice, I ask to what extent, how, and what, forms and 
meanings have been maintained or undermined in our Jekyll and Hyde production. Here’s  a  
brief  scene-by-scene look. 
 
In our adaptation, our play begins with Dr Jekyll singing I Need To Know, from the Jekyll 
and Hyde musical, and explains his desire to separate good from evil. 
 
Next. On stage right, a storyteller dramatises the Stevenson story of J&H through wayang 
kulit, or shadow puppets. The children downstage – in this play within a play – scream at the 
horrors. Simultaneously, on stage left, the real Dr Jekyll is concocting liquids, drawing a 
parallel to the fictional world imagined by the children. 
 
In the night, Dr Jekyll, consumes the liquid, shakes involuntarily, and falls to the ground.  
Smoke seethes in from the side and Hyde appears before Jekyll.  
Pleased with his laboratory success, Jekyll goes to bed. 
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Expectedly, the rampage happens. Hyde goes on a killing spree, through a jazz dance 
sequence performed to the tune of Mack the Knife. In top hats and black suits, six inmates 
dance in synchronous harmony, only to be slain one by one with Hyde’s  cane. 
 
Hyde attempts to murder Jekyll back in his home. Unfortunately,  Jekyll’s  son  gets  killed  
instead. Hyde flees.  
 
In the next scene, Jekyll makes plans to kill Hyde. Through a video projection showing 
precise mathematical formulation in physics on momentum, weight, distance, and projectile, 
Jekyll pulls six doorframes onto the stage, aligning it in a semi-circular fashion. 
 
The six dead dancers in the earlier jazz sequence now stand behind the doorframes, doubling 
as ghosts to haunt Hyde. 
 
Smoke seethes in again. Hyde wakes up and is confused by the onslaught of reflections. 
Thinking that these images are mocking him, Hyde violently crashes into the mirrors, one by 
one, eventually killing himself. Both Jekyll and Hyde now lie dead on stage. 
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ANALYSIS 
 
Using the combined model and taking the spectator at Phase V as the core, one postulate for 
poor audience reception of J&H could be the value placed around fidelity to the original 
Stevenson text.  
 

(i) Could the spectator from Phase V be judging the inaccuracies from Phase II to 
Phase III, instead of enjoying Phase IV as the new target text? i.e. we were not 
being faithful to the original. 
 

(ii) Furthermore, our version of J&H had not been fully plausible, plot-wise. For 
example, if Hyde had already been externalised as a separate entity, how logical 
was it that Jekyll would sleep, thus allowing Hyde to emerge for the final suicide 
scene?  
 
In retrospect, these flaws in the plot went unnoticed to me. Could my guests have 
faulted the performance on these narrative inconsistencies, even if they observed 
Phase IV per se?  

 
(iii) Did the jazz dance sequence performed by amateur dancers devalue the purity of 

an esteemed dance form, reserved primarily for conservatoire-trained dancers who 
subject their bodies to rigorous training for years? 
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We will put these questions on hold and examine Ranciere’s  notion of the emancipated 
spectator, explored in the RIDE editorial. 
 
RANCIERE’s EMANCIPATED SPECTATOR 
 
In Haseman and Winston’s  2010 editorial ‘Why  Be  Interested?’  Aesthetics,  Applied  Theatre  
and Drama Education, they refer  to  Bharucha’s  critical  position  on  the  spectator  by  offering  
Ranciere  as  an  alternative  to  Boal’s  spect-actor.  
 
In my opinion, because of the a priori principles of Kantian aesthetics, spectators often 
evaluate performances with implicit values stemming from Phase V of the diagram. 
 
Ranciere, on the other hand, claims that performances causing an effect on audiences is based 
on inegalitarian principles. He suggests that there is no difference between actor and 
spectator; both are, in fact, equal in intelligences.  
 
Put simply, there is no cause and effect in the flow diagram. 
 
The emancipated spectator does his or her own judgements, free from whatever the director 
or actor intends to show in the performance. 
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Using the analogy of a student, Ranciere explains: 
 
“It is simply the path from what she already knows to what she does not yet know, but which 
she can learn just as she has learnt the rest, which she can learn not in order to occupy the 
position of the scholar, but so as better to practise the art of translating, of putting her 
experience into words and her words to the test; of translating her intellectual adventures for 
others and counter-translating the translations of their own adventures which they present to 
her.” 
 
In other words, emancipated spectators are ‘active interpreters who render their own 
translation, who appropriate the story for themselves, and who ultimately make their 
own  story  out  of  it’. 
 
THE CAUSE-EFFECT CONUNDRUM 
 
According to the RIDE editorial, Haseman  and  Winston  state:  “What needs to change, then, 
is not primarily the role of the spectator but rather our valuing and understanding of 
the nature of spectatorship itself; and by implication the role of the aesthetic in these acts 
of watching, interpretation and transformation.” 
 
However,  because  Ranciere’s  spectators take on the double role of interpreters and 
storytellers of their own lives, I argue that it is ultimately relegated to Phase V of the theatre 
event as spectators looking inwards, AND also outwards beyond Phase V – which therefore 
defeats the purpose of aesthetic evaluation. 
 
Ranciere says cause-effect or intention-effect does not feature in his emancipation theory. In 
reality, is this possible in Applied Theatre? 
 
In Translation Studies, ‘Function has been understood as the potentiality of the translated text 
to release diverse effects”, some of which may be social, cultural, economic, and political.  
 



10 
 

______________ 
11th July 2012 © Edmund Chow 
PhD Candidate (Applied Theatre), University of Manchester 
edmund.chow@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk  
 
 

 
 
In other words, an examination of effects could reveal the differences between what is 
construed by the reader as the ‘intention’  and what was really intended by the translator. 
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We are reminded that in dynamic equivalence, we need to consider the TL context, which in 
this example, would be the inmate audiences, not the professional theatre-makers who were 
mere witnesses to the performance.  
 
In other words, if this applied theatre project were meant for prison inmates, then the effect 
from dynamic equivalence, and its effectiveness, should be evaluated by them. 
 
Thus, I contacted two inmates who had been released. Their responses are reproduced 
verbatim: 
 
To me the drama was awesome. There was a mix of different cultural arts in play. With little 
time n resources, the drama was able to capture the audience attention emotionally. The 
wayang kulit and the modern theatrical elements. Bcos of the mix, it create a whole new 
experience for me. 
 
EC: Thanks. What did you enjoy about it?  
 
Team work.. Believe that we can make it.. The best part is, during the final day itselve most 
of the guys [were] so nervous but the support that u give us all, we made it.. Anw i do still 
remember where the problems we needed to inprovise [were] n the guys oso nvr gave up to 
make the drama successful.. 
 
EC: What were some of the problems we faced? 
 
The expresstion , the way that they [were] going to act.. N the best part that i like [was] 
during [the] brainstoming.. Everyone contribute[d], n in  the  beggining  i  tot  tat  we  couldn’t 
make it.. Coz some of them oso were not tat serious n some of them oso were charged just 
few days b4 the event.. N the event itselve XYZ [name changed] was sick although we noe 
that he was the main actor but he did it.. 
 

 

So how does one reconcile these supposedly feel-good factors and aesthetic evaluation? Are 
their  responses  “valid  enough”  to  state  that  the  performance  was  in  itself  a  “good”  
performance? Or do we still require professional opinions to set the standard? What is the 
role of the spectator?  
  
RE-POSITIONING OF THE SPECTATOR 
 
So far, I have taken on the suggestion by Bharucha to place spectators at the core of the 
performance event. In alluding to Kant’s  a priori  principles of aesthetic judgements and 
Ranciere’s  emancipated  spectator,  one  can  observe  the  privileging  of the receiver in Phase V 
of the diagram, that are entirely based on contemporary conceptions of audience reception 
and aesthetic judgement.  
 
This paper however argues that aesthetic judgements of prison performances – when swung 
to the right in Phase V – are unhelpful because they are not only immeasurable, but also 
limited.  
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We are reminded that there are two receivers in the communicative process (Phase III and 
Phase V). Instead of seeing Phase V at the core of aesthetic judgement. 
 
Phase III, I propose, represents the new positioning of spectatorship. 
 
Phases II to  IV  represents  the  core  from  which  ‘translation’, the creative act, occurs. No 
longer will it be at the periphery as implied by the other theorists. 
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However, in my proposed translational aesthetics model, there are three source texts that need 
to be decoded,  
 

 
  
and transferred.  
 
According to Eugene Nida, this stage happens in the mind of the translator. So, as the 
director, I would need to consider aesthetic goals, pedagogical goals as well as contextual 
goals (e.g. from the institution) … 
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before restructuring it to the final target text. 
 

 
 
 
The second  inmate’s recount reminded me that there were participants charged for some 
offences and were, therefore, locked up before the performance day.  
 
This further represents the fluidity and unpredictability of the final product in TL (Phase 
IV),  which  can  never  be  fully  ‘codified’  in  linguistic, or theatrical, terms. It indicates the 
spontaneity required by the facilitator-director to respond immediately to circumstances 
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beyond his or her control, yet another creative act in Phase III. 
 

 
 
Let’s  briefly go back to the  “Transfer”  stages, i.e. the decision-making process in translation. 
 
Some critics may argue that doing Shakespeare or western plays, including mainstream 
musicals,  represents colonial disempowerment, and thus the need to use local languages, 
especially in community theatre settings. 
 
While it may be true that there is a need for community-engaged practitioners to sensitively 
move  towards  practices  that  utilise  participants’  vernacular languages and cultural resources, 
this positioning paradoxically shifts the theatre practice to formal equivalence, to be literally 
fidel to the target languages/mother tongues of the participants.  
 
Our J&H was performed in simple English, with no complex linguistic structures. Apart from 
the songs, the scripted dialogues were developed from improvised scenework in 
conversational – but no less ungrammatical – styles comfortable to the participants. It would 
not be appropriate to perform it in Singlish (Singapore English), or dialects.  
 
Furthermore, I had intentionally relied less on verbiage but more on physicality. As their 
English teacher during formal curricula, I had an intimate understanding of the low literacy 
levels of my ensemble and inmate audiences. Visually, it was meant to excite their senses. 
This, I construe as the dynamic equivalence. 
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Besides, the participants I had worked with were primarily stuck in a lifestyle of drugs and 
crime. Not one has had a direct experience with drama, so the engagement with various 
theatre and dance forms was a new experience afforded to them while serving time.  
 
Perhaps this represented, to some small extent, Nida’s  formal equivalence, an approximation 
towards foreign source texts outside their lifestyle norms. E.g., Western dance, Western 
literary text, and both Asian and Western theatre forms. 
 
 
TRANSLATIONAL AESTHETICS 
 
Translational aesthetics, I propose, is the discursive framework to reconstruct how 
aesthetics within applied theatre performances could be facilitated, addressed and evaluated.  
 
It is the energetic tango between the formal and dynamic, decoding from the contexts of both 
rehearsal situations and institutional culture and  
 
encoding it towards a mastery of new art forms.  
 
It is also the complex process of translating artistry in form and meaning from the director to 
the target participants while keeping dynamic equivalence with the intended audience.  
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In other words, Translational aesthetics refers to the process that takes into consideration 
contextual and aesthetic factors  of  the  participants’  experiences,  cultures,  institutional  
practices, and both creative and pedagogical goals for self and community, which frame, and 
is framed by, the process of performance-making, as evidenced in our Jekyll and Hyde 
production. 
 
At the beginning of the presentation, I raised a few questions, which I realize now have been 
asked from Phase V of the diagram, instead of III, a receiver understood as the spectator or 
audience today. 
 
This paper has attempted to show that an aesthetic judgement should be made from the core, 
not periphery. It cannot be separated from the aesthetic experience that is found and 
structured within an educational process. By introducing new art forms, Dr Jekyll and Mr 
Hyde offers prison inmates, including myself, an alternative aesthetic experience. This paper 
therefore positions translational aesthetics within prison discourse as an expansion of cultural 
capital, and argues that the lack of exposure to different art forms and cultural spaces re-
imprisons inmates to familiar spaces of crime. Those are the creative and pedagogical goals 
from which aesthetic evaluations must consider. Already, the Jekyll and Hyde production was 
a tragic re-narrativising of the popular Stevenson tale. There is no necessity to further murder 
the learning effects that were left behind. 
 

* * * * 
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