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The Turn of the Screw 
by Jeffrey Hatcher 
adapted from the story by Henry James 
 

 

Student Matinee Series underwritten by 

 
 
 

Directed by Michael Bigelow Dixon 
Stage Manager ............. Stan Peal 

Set Designer ............. Stan Peal 
Lighting Designer ............. Jason Underferth 
Costume Designer ............. Laura Depta 

Sound Designer ............. Stan Peal 
Props Designer .............  
ASL Interpreter 

(Oct 16th Performance) 
............. Gail Deveraux 

 

Cast 

The Man ............. Scott Dixon 
The Woman ............. Adrienne Sweeney 

 

Setting 

Various locations from the memory of The Woman, including London and places in and around the 
house of Bly in Essex. The year is 1872. 
 
 
This play will be performed without intermission 
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THE STORY 
 
“A ghost story that tells the tale of an apparition appearing to a child always lends the tale a certain 
„turn of the screw.‟ But if one child lends the tale one turn, what then can be said of two children.” 

At the beginning of the play, The Man - as narrator - 
introduces the audience to a ghost story told, in turn, to 
him by a woman who used to be a governess for him and 
his sister. Next, The Woman appears as The Governess, 
and is being interviewed for a job by The Uncle (played 
by The Man, as will be all of the other characters except 
The Governess). She is being sent from London to Essex, 
to the House of Bly, to assume responsibility for two 
children, Flora and Miles, who have recently been 
orphaned. The Uncle places The Governess wholly in 
charge and expects that she is to take complete authority 
and responsibility, and never contact him regarding the 
children for any reason whatsoever. 

Upon arrival at Bly, The Governess meets the 
housekeeper, Mrs. Grose, and the little girl, Flora. She 
learns that the young boy, Miles, will be arriving from 
boarding school the following day, having been expelled 
for unknown reasons. Mrs. Grose remarks on the 

physical similarity between The Governess and her predecessor, Miss Jessel, who was much loved by 
the children but then died very suddenly of an illness. 

The next day, Miles arrives and instantly charms The Governess. Everyone seems very happy to be 
together, but The Governess begins to suspect that there is someone else in and around the house. 
She keeps catching glimpses of a man looking through windows, or down on her from the rooftop. 
When she confides in these sightings with Mrs. Grose, her descriptions of the mystery man fits that 
of Peter Quint, a former valet, who seduced Miss Jessel into a passionate affair and who‟s attention 
to the children bordered on obsessive. When The Governess suggests calling the police, Mrs. Grose 
explains that Quint is dead. His body was found at the foot of a high wall the winter after Miss Jessel 
drowned herself in the nearby lake (having not “taken ill” after all). What‟s more, Mrs. Grose 
explains, on both occasions it was Miles and Flora who discovered the bodies. 

Later, while taking the children on a picnic by the lake, The Governess attempts to learn what she 
can about Quint and Jessel from Miles, but he evades her questioning with riddles and cryptic 
answers. They are interrupted when The Governess sees a pale woman dressed in black standing on 
an island in the middle of the lake. Flora begins wading out to her, but then stops and comes back 
when Miles calls for her. That same night, The Governess catches Flora in the nursery looking out 
the window at Miles, who is outside looking up at the rooftop where Quint had appeared before. 



3 

The Governess is convinced the ghosts of Quint 
and Jessel are seducing the children, trying to 
draw them towards some unspeakable evil. 
However, her zeal to save Flora and Miles gives 
Mrs. Grose cause for alarm. For different reasons, 
both women agree that Mrs. Grose must leave Bly 
and take Flora with her. The housekeeper 
attempts to take Miles with her as well, but The 
Governess prevents it. 

Left alone in the house, The Governess forces 
Miles to fight against Quint‟s influence. He finally 
does so, but then collapses and dies from the 
strain. The Man resumes narration to inform the 
audience that from that time forward, The 
Governess moved on “like a Flying Dutchman,” 
working only for families with two children, and 
telling her tale over and over. 

 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
Jeffrey Hatcher is Minnesota‟s premiere playwright. His Broadway/Off Broadway credits include 
Three Viewings and A Picasso at Manhattan Theatre Club, Scotland Road and The Turn of the Screw at 
Primary Stages, Tuesdays with Morrie (with Mitch Albom) at The Minetta Lane, Murder by Poe and The 
Turn of the Screw at The Acting Company, Neddy at American Place, and Fellow Travelers at Manhattan 
Punchline. Regionally, his plays have been performed at Yale Rep, Old Globe, South Coast Rep, 
Seattle Rep, Intiman, Florida Stage, The Empty Space, CTC, Madison Rep, Illusion, Denver Center, 
OSF, ASF, Milwaukee Rep, Repertory Theater of St. Louis, Cincinnati Playhouse, Cleveland 
Playhouse, ATL, Philadelphia Theater Company, Coconut Grove, Asolo, City Theater, Studio Arena 
and dozens more in the U.S. and abroad. He is a member and/or alumnus of The Playwrights‟ 
Center, the Dramatists Guild, the Writers Guild, and New Dramatists. 
 

Henry James (1843 – 1916) was born in New York City but spent 

most of his life living and studying abroad in Europe (England in 
particular) and most of his stories and novels explore the similarities 
and contrasts between Americans and Europeans. Among his better-
known titles are Washington Square, The Portrait of a Lady, Daisy Miller, 
and The Bostonians. Although sometimes considered overly verbose 
and ornate with his prose, James is considered a pioneer in the use of 
a character‟s psychology as a key element in the storytelling. The Turn 
of the Screw, written in 1897, was published in serial form by the 
American weekly magazine Collier’s. Although James purported that 
the story was written purely for amusement, it has been widely loved 
by both critics and audiences ever since and remains one of his most 
enduring works. 

 
 

The countryside at Shalford Essex 
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NOTES FROM THE DIRECTOR 
 
The Turn of the Screw is a psychological thriller in which nothing is verified and everything is delivered 
through the power of suggestion. The play takes place - and the ghosts appear - only in our 
imaginations. They are conjured up by the Governess, who may not be a reliable narrator.  My 
favorite line in the story and play is, "The madhouses are full of governesses." 
 
The story and play also contain all the ingredients of a classic gothic thriller: a "bad" child, a "silent" 
child, a mysterious housekeeper, communications cut off by the master of the house, isolation in the 
English countryside, and a dark history filled with tragic events. But in the novella and on stage, 
while this has all the ingredients of a Hollywood horror flick, it's a gothic thriller delivered without 
special effects. It's more a ghost story told around a campfire - a tale of horror and woe, trauma and 
tragedy.   
 
Or is it a tale of the contagion of hysteria? It reminds me at times of Arthur Miller's The Crucible. 
Does anything supernatural actually happen, or is it all delivered through the power of suggestion 
and the resulting fear escalating into an outrageously dangerous illusion?  I'm also reminded of the 
opening lines of Tennessee Williams's The Glass Menagerie, when Tom as narrator says, "I am the 
opposite of a stage magician. He gives you illusion that has the appearance of truth. I give you truth 
in the pleasant disguise of illusion." In The Turn of the Screw, are we getting truth or illusion? It's truth 
to the characters, but is it all in their heads? 
 
Finally, this two-character adaptation features the two great acting challenges. First, the Governess 
must convince us that what she sees - and we don't - is real. She must make us believe - the goal of 
all actors no matter what their acting style. Second, The Man must transform into many different 
characters, young and old, male and female, and he must make us believe. Transformation and truth 
are the pillars of acting, and this play demands of its two actors the highest achievement in both. 
 
It will be a delight to collaborate with actors while leading audiences into very dark and scary places 
that we all co-create in our imaginations. 

 
~ Michael Bigelow Dixon  
 

 
NOTES ON THE PLAY 
Things That Go Bump in the Night 
By Scott Dixon 
 
The ghost story has a long and illustrious history in literature. The ancient Greeks filled their dramas 
with visions and visitors from the Underworld, ghosts figure prominently in several Shakespeare 
plays from Hamlet to Julius Caesar to Richard III, and here in America, Washington Irving‟s “The 
Legend of Sleepy Hollow” was one of the first lasting pieces of literature created by our young 
country. Throughout the nineteenth century, ghost stories and Gothic tales enjoyed great popularity 
in English and American literature along with a wide upswing of interest in the paranormal by the 
public in general. However, the tendency with most of these stories was to suggest that there was 
either a psychological or otherwise earthly explanation for any seemingly supernatural occurrences. 
Henry James, as he was writing The Turn of the Screw in 1898, had something a little different in mind. 
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In the preface to The Novels and Tales of Henry James, 
the author states that he wished to avoid “the new 
type [of ghost story], the mere modern „psychical‟ 
case, washed clean of all queerness.” 
 
Indeed, one cannot help but feel deflated when the 
ghost or monster in a story turns out to be 
something mundane – an otherwise everyday villain 
in a rubber mask, or a one-time collaboration of 
wind, moonlight, and a thin tree branch. The 
extraordinary becoming ordinary does not allow for 
the catharsis that classic tragedy (and classic horror) 
calls for. But still, for some literary critics, the sense 
that there was more at work in the story than just 
ghosts “haunted” them. While not the first to 
suggest the idea, Edmund Wilson‟s 1934 essay 
created a firestorm (yet to abate) when he analyzed 
the story in Freudian terms, declaring The 
Governess to be “neurotic” and the ghosts to be 
hallucinations caused by sexual repression. Since 

then, the literary war between the “apparitionists” and “non-apparitionists” has created a veritable 
cottage industry amongst scholars. The number of words written about The Turn of the Screw dwarfs 
by far the length of the novella itself (only about 20,000). 
 
Both sides claim they have the author himself in their corner, often using the exact same quotations 
(interpreted differently, of course). Furthermore, regardless of intention, the veracity of the entire 
story is placed in doubt by the narrative structure. James‟ story begins with an unnamed narrator 
telling the story as it was told by another character named “Douglas,” who was in turn told the story 
by his sister‟s former governess (thereby raising the question in some critics‟ minds that “Douglas” is 
“Miles,” who obviously does not really die at the end). 
 
Perhaps the answer hinges simply on how one wants to view The Governess. If the ghosts are real, 
then she is a brave crusader willing to battle otherworldly powers in order to defend the innocents in 
her care. If the ghosts are not real, this same woman is a psychotic menace ultimately responsible for 
the death of one child and the insanity of another. And a third possibility exists – that this story 
exists like a ghost itself, with one foot in two worlds, part of both, yet at home in neither. Because, 
surely, that face you think you saw in the window wasn‟t really there. 
 
Or was it? 
 

Sources 
Henry James: The Mature Master, Sheldon M. Novick, Random House Publishing, 2007 

The Turn of the Screw: A History of its Critical Interpretations 1898-1979, Edward J Parkinson, 1991 
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Stage and Screen Adaptations 
 

The Turn of the Screw has a long-standing 
reputation as one of the most chilling 
ghost stories in all of literature for the 
intense psychological pressure that The 
Governess goes through in the course 
of the tale. Originally written in 1897, it 
has been repeatedly adapted and re-
imagined as opera, ballet, screenplay 
and, of course, stage play. Ingrid 
Bergman took a turn as The Governess 
in a 1959 television play, and in 1961 
Deborah Kerr played the role (given 
the name “Miss Giddens”) in the film, 
The Innocents. This adaptation came 
from a Broadway play of the same title, 
then written for the screen by Truman 
Capote, who won the Edgar Award 
that year from The Mystery Writers of 
America for the project. 
         The Innocents 

 
In 1971, Marlon Brando starred as Peter Quint in The Nightcomers, a prequel to The Turn of the Screw 
story. In this imagining, Miles and Flora find themselves drawn into deviant and violent behavior by 
observing and copying the trysts between Quint and Miss Jessel. When Mrs. Grose takes steps to 
have Quint and Jessel dismissed, the children act on the belief that in death, lovers will never be 
separated. They drill a hole in the boat Miss Jessel uses to take out onto the lake, leading to her 
drowning, and Miles shoots Quint with a bow and arrow. The 2001 film The Others starring Nicole 
Kidman is not strictly an adaptation of The Turn of the Screw, but shares an identical mood and setting, 
emphasis on psychological terror, and use of children and houseservants as key elements of the 
haunting. 
 
Jeffrey Hatcher‟s distinctive two-person adaptation premiered at the Portland Stage Company in 
Portland, Maine in 1996. In the Author‟s Notes included in the script published by Dramatists Play 
Service, Hatcher talks about the primary goals that he and Portland Stage Artistic Director Greg 
Leaming aimed for when beginning their work: “1) We wanted to create a dramatic piece that was 
true to the essence of Henry James‟ story and themes, 2) We wanted to preserve the ambiguity of 
the story‟s point-of-view, 3) We wanted to provide an opportunity for two bravura performances.” 
Hatcher‟s adaptation was later produced in New York by Primary Stages in 1999. 
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Things to Look for / Discussion Topics 

1. What are some of your favorite scary stories or movies? How are they similar to The Turn of the 
Screw? In what ways are they different? 

2. Are the ghosts of Quint and Miss Jessel real, or do they exist only in the imagination of The 
Governess? How would changing your interpretation also change the way you feel about the 
story? 

3. What do you think happens to Miles at the end of the story? Why does he collapse? 

4. In the Henry James novella, Flora can speak and after she leaves Bly, the reader never knows 
what happens to her. In Hatcher‟s adaptation, the trauma of discovering Miss Jessel‟s body has 
made Flora mute and the audience learns that she spends her remaining days in an insane 
asylum. Why do you think that change was made? 

5. Think about a favorite book or short story. If you wanted to put that story on the stage, what 
kinds of things would you have to change? Would that make the story better or worse, in your 
opinion? 

6. As he adapted the story for the stage, playwright Jeffrey Hatcher specifically chose to write it for 
one actress to play The Governess and one actor to play all the other roles. Why do you think he 
did this? How would it change your interpretation of the story if you saw actual children playing 
Miles and Flora and actual adult actors playing Quint and Miss Jessel? 

7. The play takes place indoors and outdoors, in the city and in the country. How are lights or set 
pieces used to create these different places on one stage? What other ways can you think of to 
achieve this effect? 

 

 

 

    


