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Anyone who thinks fairytales are for children clearly has not read Charles Perrault’s
Bluebeard. The bloody, cautionary tale about the perils of curiosity and marriage belongs in
the X-rated horror genre more than on a shelf of bedtime stories.
A glance at recent headlines may explain why this gruesome fable has an enduring grip on
contemporary consciousness, making it ripe for a new staging of the Hungarian composer
Bela Bartok’s operatic retelling, Bluebeard’s Castle, inspired by the Perrault story. In the wake
of the scandals surrounding Bill Cosby, Harvey Weinstein and Jeffrey Epstein, Bluebeard,
which opens in Sydney on Monday, is the ultimate #MeToo text about a predatory repeat
offender.
Also currently on stage at the Sydney Opera House is Giacomo Puccini’s Tosca which
includes a graphic rape scene. When the production opened on Monday, some audience
members recoiled at the attack on Tosca by Scarpia, a military leader. Regular operagoers
know the plot of this oft-performed classic, which was written in 1900. But against the
backdrop of current events, it provoked a more visceral response from many. During the
rape, Tosca stabs her attacker to death before later forfeiting her own life. There were
concerned conversations at the interval about the subject matter and at least one audience
member booed when Marco Vratogna (who plays Scarpia) took his curtain call.
Opera Australia’s online booking page warns audiences that the production of Tosca,
acclaimed by reviewers and directed by John Bell, is set in Nazi-occupied Rome, and Nazi
symbols, including swastikas and uniforms, are shown on stage. There is no trigger warning
regarding sexual assault.
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An illustration from the classic fairytale
Bluebeard by Charles Perrault. STEFANO
BIANCHETTI/CORBIS/GETTY
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Marco Vratogna as Scarpia and Diego Torre as Tosca’s lover, Cavaradossi in a torture scene in Opera
Australia’s ‘Tosca’. PRUDENCE UPTON

Bluebeard , written in 1697, tells of a wealthy man in the habit of murdering his wives and
the attempt of his latest one to avoid the fate of her predecessors.
“Bluebeard is one of the darkest fairy tales ever written and expresses a hidden part of
human desire. It also introduces the notion of seriality,” says Sydney author Kate Forsyth,
who draws on myths and fairytales in her ﬁction and has a doctorate in fairytale studies.
“We see the serial killer as the modern embodiment of evil. Perrault was a courtier of Louis
XIV, the Sun King, writing at a time when women had no agency, so his version is the most
passive. Judith, his fourth wife, is a chattel, bartered like a cow. In other versions, such as the
Brothers Grimm’s collection of 1812, she is a young woman who rescues herself and her
sisters, which makes it a more compelling quest, as her curiosity leads to new knowledge.”
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Fairytale expert Kate Forsyth points out that the
Beast is ugly on the outside, Bluebeard on the
inside.

Many myths turn on the fatal consequences of female curiosity – think of Eve, Lot’s wife,
Pandora and Psyche. In her book From the Beast to the Blonde: On Fairy Tales And Their
Tellers, British literary critic and fairytale expert Marina Warner speculates that Bluebeard is
‘a version of the Fall, in which Eve is allowed to get away with it.’
But is she?
In Bartok’s version, Bluebeard’s Castle, written in 1911 (and given a new ending in 1917), the
story centres on Judith, who chooses to reject the ﬁancé chosen for her by her family,
eloping instead with Bluebeard. When they arrive at his castle, it is plunged in darkness and
Judith insists that all its doors be opened, to bring in some light. Bluebeard refuses, but she
persists. The ﬁrst door opens to reveal a torture chamber stained with blood. Repelled but
intrigued, Judith pushes on. Sufﬁce to say, with six more doors to open, things do not
improve.
There are many theories as to the origins of Perrault’s tale and the sinister character of
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Bluebeard. Some believe he is based on Gilles de Rais, a knight and lord from Brittany who
was one of Joan of Arc’s companions-in-arms, who was simultaneously hanged and burned
at the stake in 1440 after confessing to the rape and murder of more than 100 children.
An alternative source is the story of another ﬁgure from Brittany, a 6th century king known
as Conomor the Accursed, whose wife Trephine was warned by the ghosts of his previous
wives that he murdered them when they became pregnant. (Warner points out that heirless
Bluebeard suggests a now-forgotten reality: that men frequently married several times
because their young wives died in childbirth).

‘You could argue that a lot of contemporary crime fiction is
based on Bluebeard motifs.’
Fairytale expert Kate Forsyth

The macabre tale has inspired writers from Charles Dickens to Margaret Atwood, Angela
Carter and Kurt Vonnegut, Joyce Carol Oates and John Updike, and is referenced in such
classics as Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre and Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca. “You could argue
that a lot of contemporary crime ﬁction is based on Bluebeard motifs,” says Forsyth.
The story has inspired artists from French painter Gustave Dore to American artist Cindy
Sherman who created a photographic series of images based on the Bluebeard story.
Film interpretations include Charlie Chaplin’s 1947 ﬁlm Monsieur Verdoux, in which he plays
shockingly against type as a bigamist wife killer, to Ernst Lubitsch’s 1938 take Bluebeard’s
Eighth Wife with Claudette Colbert and Gary Cooper to Catherine Breillat, who, in 2009, told
the story as a feminist examination of sexuality and selfhood. There are obvious echoes of
Bluebeard in Fifty Shades of Grey.
More surprising recreational spin-offs include a board game called Bluebeard’s Bride from
Magpie Games, complete with two blue dice. Promotional material for the game asks ‘which
kind of bride will you be?’ There is also a video game called Dark Romance and the internet
retailer Red Bubble offers a vast array of Bluebeard phone cases featuring everything from
traditional woodcuts to feminist art interpretations inspired by Angela Carter’s rewriting of
the story in her award-winning book The Bloody Chamber.
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Contemporary music also has its Bluebeard moments. In a 1994 track called Bluebeard, the
Cocteau Twins’ Elizabeth Fraser sings “are you the right man for me ... or are you toxic for
me?”
Smooth seducers need grooming products. A British company has a range that includes a
cologne called The Bluebeard’s Revenge (“top notes of Sicilian bergamot and basil”), which
comes, somewhat paradoxically, with shaving cream – a beard pomade might have been
more appropriate.
“The beard itself has been subject to interpretation,” says Forsyth. “At the time that Perrault
was writing, French men were clean-shaven. The only people with beards were foreigners,
such as inﬁdels or heretics – in other words, Muslims. Bluebeard is often drawn as a Sultan.
As for it being blue, that is meant to represent the blue blood of aristocracy according to
some, while for others it signiﬁes that he possesses a magical, connection to the spirit
world.” A more mundane explanation is that the blue is simply a description of the very dark
glossy black of a crow.
“There is an important difference between Bluebeard and the Beast in Beauty and Beast,”
continues Forsyth. “The Beast is ugly on the outside, whereas Bluebeard is ugly on the
inside. The moral being, don’t be dazzled by surface appeal.”
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Backstage preparations: Andy Norton and Priscilla Jackman, the directing team of ‘Bluebeard’s Castle’
opera. EDWINA PICKLES

This multiplicity of interpretations and commercial iterations does not appear to intimidate
Opera Australia’s directing duo, Andy Morton and Priscilla Jackman. Morton is a former
singer who has directed or re-staged several Handa Opera productions; Jackman has come to
opera via drama, working as a director at the Sydney Theatre Company and Ensemble
theatres. Together for the ﬁrst time, they have an easy, jokey rapport, but it’s obvious that
they are engaged in intense and searching conversations about interpretation, with Jackman
frequently volunteering feminist theories of Bartok’s version and its many layers of
meaning. (There have been industry mutterings about OA not giving the directing role on
this production to a woman outright, rather than as an associate. The point is valid, more so
when one realises that there is not a single female director in the current season.)
“We started by asking ourselves when to set it and Andy was very keen on now,” says
Jackman. “Then we started to ask questions about the consequences of Judith’s actions and
what new interpretations we could come up within the parameters of the work. What is
Judith’s agency in her story? She has made choices of her own free will to go with Bluebeard,
she runs away with him because he represents adventure, which forces us to look at issues of
consent and gender power dynamics. She chooses him because she is attracted to the bad
guy and his charisma. We know that for some women there is a pattern of going with awful
men over and over.”
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‘She chooses him, because she is attracted to the bad guy and his
charisma. For some women there is a pattern of going with
awful men.’
Associate director Priscilla Jackman

Jackman continues: “Societally, we also have great difﬁculty with enablers,” she says,
mentioning Ghislaine Maxwell’s alleged activities and other examples from recent news
stories. “Some people are both victim and perpetrator.”
“We asked a psychologist about Bluebeard,” says Morton, “who told us the difference
between psychopaths and predators is that psychopaths never admit to doing anything
wrong, while predators have a sense of entitlement, usually shun the limelight and are more
aware of their behaviour.
“Bluebeard is psychopathic but has beautiful music and moments of introspection,” says
Morton, adding, “Priscilla does not see it that way. But the great thing about drama is that
while the predator and the psychopath do not overlap in real life, they can on the stage, so
we are going for it.”
“Andy is very keen on questioning how we
do things like the prologue, which is often
cut and is always spoken by a male,” says
Jackman.
“I started to wonder whether Judith could
say it, without that denying the piece its
misogyny,” says Morton. “I think audiences
are sophisticated enough to get it.”
“It all comes to a climax when Judith reaches
door ﬁve,” says Morton. “That is Bluebeard’s
willy-waving moment, when he is saying
look at me and my kingdom. But it’s a
turning point for Judith, a realisation of
where she is, and an opportunity for growth
as she insists that the other doors are
opened.”
Morton and Jackman mention Emerald
Fennell’s new ﬁlm Promising Young Woman,
with its theme of date rape revenge.

Priscilla Jackman, associate director: ‘Societally,
we also have great difﬁculty with enablers’
EDWINA PICKLES

“That would not be appropriate here,” says Morton.
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“I don’t agree”, says Jackman, as they jostle ideas and opinions amiably.

“It all comes to a climax when Judith reaches door five, That is
Bluebeard’s willy-waving moment.”
Director Andy Morton

“Bartok’s version is not as bad as Perrault’s original in terms of what happens, and also the
music dies at the end, which is ambiguous and means we have options. That allows us to
reframe the work and what we can say about our world,” says Jackman.
“In the score, she discovers three other living but ghostly women who have been locked away
by Bluebeard. Bartok does not give them a note between them, only Judith has a voice. We
tried everything to ﬁnd a way around that, but it would unbalance the piece,” says Morton.
“Traditionally the work is performed in a concert version because it is seen as rather static.
Judith describes what is behind the seven doors, but that does not work dramatically.
Besides, the music itself is kinetic and energetic, at times quite violent – another reason why
it needs staging.”
Morton is emphatic talking about the use of
space and light to build a sense of dread in
the audience. “You won’t see a single drop of
blood on the stage. We are interested in a
more abstract aesthetic that leaves
audiences grappling with their own
interpretation. We want to enhance the
symbolism of Bluebeard’s castle – it
represents his power, but it also has these
human qualities – in the stage directions, it
sighs, weeps and trembles so that it is
almost a character,” says Morton,
acknowledging the input of lighting maestro
John Rayment in creating a contemporary
atmosphere of fear.
As they continue to argue and test ideas,
Director Andy Norton: “You won’t see a drop of
Morton and Jackman agree on one thing.
blood on stage”. EDWINA PICKLES
“It’s deﬁnitely creepy that Bartok said that
he was Bluebeard and that he dedicated the
opera to his ﬁrst wife Marta, who was just 16 when they married, two years earlier.”
The marriage, it should be added, did not last, but at least his wife lived to tell the tale.
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With Shona Martyn
Opera Australia’s production of Bluebeard’s Castle opens on March 1.
Tosca runs until March 13.
Support services: Lifeline 13 11 14; beyondblue 1300 224 636; Domestic Violence Line
1800 65 64 63; 1800-RESPECT 1800 737 732

https://www.smh.com.au/culture/theatre/is-there-still-room-for-operas-that-include-rape-and-sexual-assault-20210215-p572pf.html

Page 10 of 10

