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Theatre Lab Reflective Essay
The ultimate goal of this module consisted of creating two showcases that highlighted our progression in ensemble singing that was maintained throughout the blocking process as well in a professional environment. Musician David George Harrington taught the module, with the assistance of Angharad Lee during the week leading up to the second showcase. Personally, my goal throughout the process was to optimise my vocal performance as much as possible to create an accumulation of varying tones and vocal styles. I also intended to contribute to the projects using skills that I already have in blocking, while keeping the accuracy of the vocals in mind. 
The ensemble numbers that I had to perform during the first Lab Showcase included classical styles, such as ‘Make Them Hear You’ from Ragtime, the title number of Oklahoma, and ‘Ascott Gavotte’ from My Fair Lady. It also included contemporary Jukebox styles such as medleys of songs by Queen and ABBA, both arranged by David George Harrington. I was consistently on the top Soprano harmony for these numbers, as this is where my range sits comfortably, however, I was also given a solo section in the Queen medley to the song ‘Somebody to Love’, which challenged the lower parts of my range. When trying to hit the lower notes in this section, I struggled to make the sound travel, leaving it sounding dull and breathy, which doesn’t fit the contemporary rock vocal style that I needed to achieve, as “low notes vibrate slower than high notes and therefore tend to have less acoustic energy” (Henny, 2021). To improve this, I needed to find a way to improve my vocal resonance to create a stronger sound. The method that I found the most useful through research was using vowel modification to bring more vocal energy, as by resonating with different vowels, the tone can sound brighter. In my case, I was trying to make a low ‘ee’ sound as open as possible, but when I closed off this vowel and spread my lips rather than purse them, I could create a brighter, stronger sound, which I applied effectively whenever I came across this problem in the future. I feel that I excelled in a contemporary vocal style, as I was able to use my mixed belt; a contemporary technique used to “smooth the transition between registers.” (Follin, 2020), but I struggled with adding power to my more legit vocal style without making it too contemporary. To help with this David directed us to “spin the lyric” which involved using fast vibrato throughout the entire length of the note and an operatic quality where I have found that “the thyroid is tilted and the larynx lowered” (Kayes, 2000). Doing this created space in the throat and emotion caused by the tilt of my thyroid, which improved the operatic quality of my more legit vocal tone; this also helped when performing the operatic undertones of the Queen medley. 
During the week leading up to the final performance of this first project, we were tasked with blocking the performance. To perform a well-rounded piece of musical theatre, being able to sing and dance at the same time is fundamental, which is why when me and my classmate Ellie contributed to the project by choreographing the high energy ABBA medley, we did this with the vocal requirements in mind. At the medley’s most energetic, we were finding it difficult to maintain the vocal detail put in my David in addition to the dance moves, so to overcome this obstacle, we worked as a group to modify the choreography to leave more room for vocal breath support. At the end of the week, the performance itself went very well, as I felt that I was able to maintain a good vocal energy while moving around and I could maintain varying types of vocal style that fit with the differing ensemble numbers. However, during the next showcase I needed to improve my blending as part of a harmony, due to hearing my voice individually over the ensemble at times caused by wanting to have as much vocal energy as possible, especially in the climaxes of songs. 
Our second MT Lab project included ‘The Ballad of Sweeney Todd’ and a composition of ‘Wait’ from Sweeney Todd, as well as ‘Another Op’ning, Another Show’ from Kiss Me Kate and ‘Still I will Love’ by Shaina Taub. When learning the ensemble numbers written by Steven Sondheim, I particularly struggled with the timing of some of the lyrics, especially during ‘The Ballad of Sweeney Todd’, with its polyrhythmic climax (overlapping rhythms) and use of a sudden hemiola, “superimposing 2 notes in the time of 3” (Dunnett, 2022). Due to the timings of these lyrics being very sudden and unpredictable, David had us sing the number in a circle facing each other, so that we could use nonverbal communication to know when to come in and when to come off, which worked very well, and I feel that I gained a lot more confident in my use of timing by using this as an exercise. Also, by David introducing the terminology for specific rhythms, I feel that I could better understand the score and later identify what rhythms I was meant to be singing pre-emptively, which further improved my confidence. I was on the top soprano harmony for most of these numbers, which is where I am most comfortable, however, for ‘Wait’, I moved to the second soprano harmony. I struggled with this in the beginning as I was not used to hearing harmony above me as well as below me, and the harmonies for this particular song had a lot of dissonance (a set of notes that are disturbing or unnatural to the ear and feel as though they need to be resolved), so I really had to tune into the other singers on my harmonic part while I was still learning the notes. Although, as I began to familiarise myself more with the tune and it became more natural to me to follow the notes on the score, as a performer who could not initially sight read, this harmony became a lot easier. Blending harmony was also a challenge during the Dies Irae chord, a 13th Century Hymn meaning “Day of Wrath” describing “the last judgement of souls before God” (Louderback, 2022) in ‘The Ballad of Sweeney Todd’, as this note is also dissonant. But, by tuning into the volume of the others, I improved upon sounding like a solid ensemble rather than a solo singer.
In the week leading up to the performance, I was given a trio version of ‘Could I Leave You’ from Follies. This song was very character driven, but I struggled with singing it in the right vocal quality, as the song doesn’t need to be sung lyrically, rather it would be more effectively performed by sounding more conversational. To help improve the delivery of my character, a cynical woman who’s finally had enough of her cheating husband, I implemented speech quality, which involves clipping notes short and not using too much vibrato to create a natural talking tone; I think I used this tone well to improve my portrayal of character. Characterisation was also a big component of ‘Another Op’ning, Another Show’, as we gave it the concept of the cast being hungover just before a show. The harmonies for this song needed to be clean but the character also needed to shine through, and I was struggling with finding the balance, however by implementing a bit of speech quality in some sections and emphasising emotion through my vocal tone, it became a lot easier. The final performance went well; I was able to use a breathier vibrato to adapt to the gospel style of ‘Still I Will Love’ and encouraging some of the audience to clap along with us in that song. My trio was also well received, and I felt that the blocking of the song fit well with the emphasis in my vocal performance.
In conclusion, I feel as though I have reached my goal of being able to adapt my vocal quality to a number of varying styles, such as legit musical theatre, contemporary, operatic and character driven speech quality with more confidence than I originally had before this module. My ability to sing alongside choreography and blocking has improved as well as my stage presence and enthusiasm in my performance. I also have developed my execution of harmony and gained more knowledge of musical terminology, leading to my sight reading improving significantly, though I am still only at a novice level in this subject with a lot of room to develop. 
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