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Reflective Essay – Tap

Over the course of this component, we have started to learn and piece together the requirements for our tap assessment. We really started to learn the movements in a bit more detail, focusing on timing, each section of the step and body and hand and movements/positions. Tap dance was born in the American colonies. It began in the 1700s, when slaves watched and copied their owners’ jigs and clog dances. The slaves then mixed that fast footwork with their own African rhythms and steps. After 1910, metal pieces called taps were made specially to fit dancers’ shoes. It was then that tap dancing earned its name (Graves, 2008, p.6). There are 3 main distinct characteristics that makes the form so distinguishable. The first is syncopation in which the dancer punctuates the first or eighth beat and use the footwork to add another layer of percussion. Improvisation is the second as it’s something that is used quite frequently to improve skills. Depending on the style of tap, the upper body may play a big part in the visual expression of the dance Tap frequently features quite strong and complex footwork but a soft, graceful and stylish upper body. (MasterClass, 2021).

I found that the more I practised in my own time and watch the recordings of our module tutor (Amy Guppy) performing the steps in the weeks prior to this, the easier I started to find the time in class, and I was able to progress further in lessons, especially as I had very little tap experience. When watching the videos at home or taking part in the lessons, I always made sure to listen to what count the move started on and made a note of it in my journal for future reference. During this class, Amy taught us cramp roll turns which I found initially overwhelming and daunting when she initially showed us the step. When I tried the step for the first time, I really struggled with it but because I could perform a cramp roll perfectly fine, this really started to affect me. Thankfully, Amy slowed down the movement and allowed the class to practice it in a straight line rather than jump straight into turns which was a lot easier for me. Moving into corner work, I had felt confident as I was practicing a lot of the corner work in my spare time. Amy reminded me to keep my feet underneath me and that the final beat in a six-beat riff should feel continuous and stated that it should almost feel as though you’re “falling over”, especially as the movement would be going straight into a seven-beat riff. The advice was very helpful as it made the transition smoother, easier and cleaner. Focusing on the music and allowing myself to feel the rhythm and tempo really helped with the exercise, especially as the music used was very ‘jazzy’ (‘Old Town Road’ cover by Scott Bradlee’s Postmodern Jukebox Featuring Miche Braden). With the music having a jazz feel to it, it seemed more authentic to the dance forms’ peak as jazz and tap grew up alongside each other (Hartley, 2018, p28). 

Practicing in the weeks prior to this lesson is something that certainly benefitted me as it meant that Amy could make small corrections, if any at all, and then push me further so that, for example, instead of a double time-step, I was learning a triple instead. A triple time step is something that was quite a faraway goal when I initially started the course so to be learning it within 3-4 months of starting clearly showed me that I was on the right path, and I could allow myself to be pushed. It also gave me the confidence that my tutor believed in me as she told me that she wouldn’t push me if she didn’t think I could do what she was asking me. However, those moments of self-doubt are something that I need to work on when it comes to this discipline. Because I’m such a perfectionist, if I don’t get a new move right on the first try, I mess up a step that I know I can do or I struggle for whatever reason, I can get quite irritated which my tutor notices and will remind me, once again, that she is not concerned. Keeping my upper body loose is certainly something I need to look at improving as I feel that I am quite stiff in my upper body. To improve this, I will ask my tutor to guide me through how to keep my upper body loose and watch videos of the greats, such as Gene Kelly, Ann Miller Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers to name a few. By watching these masters of the craft, it would allow me to see how the feet move with the arms and perhaps try this in my own time to see if I can try and replicate. 
I shared videos of any moves that I had recorded to my classmates so that they could also look over the steps in their own time and tried my best to help the others around me with moves that I knew if they were struggling with transitions or couldn’t quite understand the steps required. Also, I tried to ask as many questions as I could so that it would help everyone else get further clarification on what beat we started on, as an example. Asking would also prompt Amy to sometimes give us tips on how to position our bodies or how to get from one foot to the other quickly and effectively. 



Live Performance Review on Les Misérables

On Friday 13th January 2023, I visited the Wales Millennium Centre in Cardiff Bay to watch the critically acclaimed UK touring production of Les Misérables, with Cardiff being the final leg of the tour. I had previously seen the tour in the same venue back in 2019 and again at the Sondheim theatre in London’s West End in September 2022 so I was already familiar with the story. 

Les Misérables, a sung-through musical based on the novel of the same name, had its world premiere in September of 1980 at the Palais des Sports in Paris. The production was directed by filmmaker Robert Hossein and ran for over 100 performances.
Following the world premiere run of the original French version, Herbert Kretzmer and James Fenton were given the task of adapting the material into English. This new version, produced by Cameron Mackintosh and directed by Trevor Nunn and John Caird, opened on October 8, 1985, at the Barbican Arts Centre in London. (Music Theatre International, n.d.) The show’s concept, book and French lyrics were created by Alain Boubil with Claude-Michel Schonberg on book and music and English translated lyrics by Herbert Kretzmer.
The tour was directed by James Powell who has directed many different productions of the show, and Laurence Connor who directed the 25th anniversaries of The Phantom of the Opera and Les Misérables and produced by Cameron Mackintosh, who remains ‘the world’s most prolific producer of musicals, with over 50 shows either on or in pre-production internationally’. (Ltd, n.d.)  The show’s themes comprise of hope, love, courage, passion, heartbreak, resilience, compassion and many more. 

First published in 1862 by Victor Hugo, Les Misérables tells the story of ex-convict Jean Valjean, who has spent nineteen brutal years in chains after stealing a loaf of bread. Saved by an act of Christian charity, he is offered a chance of happiness when he encounters the downtrodden Fantine and vows to rescue her daughter Cosette – but is constantly pursued by the implacable policeman Javert, who will not let him escape his past. (Hugo, 2013, blurb)

Approaching the venue, the show was very clearly displayed, with the show’s banner spreading across the top of the doors and the colours of the French flag in the letters on the top of the theatre. Upon entering the venue, the main lobby was undergoing major renovations so the vast majority of the bottom floor of the venue was shut off, this wasn’t a major issue as they had clearly put this in all email communications, so I was already aware of it, however, they weren’t selling any merchandise on the left hand side of the theatre so you had to walk all the way around to view/purchase the show’s merchandise. This certainly would’ve become an issue with those who didn’t know the venue very well or had walking difficulties. As always, I found the venue very clean, presentable and welcoming. The staff were very knowledgeable and friendly, and even with a sold-out show, nothing was too much. 

The costumes and wigs/hair (originally designed by Andreane Neofitou with Christine Rowland and designed by Paul Willis for the tour, wigs/hair by Stefan Musch) clearly showed the differences in status throughout the show and were stereotypical of the time which certainly added to the effects. The set and images designed by Matt Kinley with David Harris as the associate, allowed the audience to view exact locations during the show in a way which had never really been done with the original production and helped to push the plot forward, which was massively helped with projections by Finn Ross and 59 Productions. The lighting, designed by Paule Constable and Simon Sheriff and Ben Jacobs as associates, really helped to create the different atmosphere’s that are presented throughout the show. The sound by Mick Potter and associate Nic Gray, was rather quiet during the first half of the first act, especially for big ensemble numbers such as ‘Look Down (Prologue)’ and ‘At the End of the Day’. Whether this was an artistic choice or a mistake, this was certainly not the case for act 1’s finale ‘One Day More’ which packed a tremendous punch, and Act 2’s sound certainly wasn’t a problem. 

The acting choices were very naturalistic which certainly fit the musical’s concept. Samuel Wyn-Morris, who played Enjolras, was one of the biggest stand outs of the night, not just in terms of his acting, but his vocals were very impressive and certainly fit the character and everything that his character stands for. Another stand out for me was Javert, played by Nic Greenshields. His energy was tremendous and instantly took control whenever he entered the stage. Both characters immediately captured my attention and managed to maintain it, even when other characters entered the stage or other things were happening. They also conveyed the characters thoughts and feelings extremely well.
Will Callan’s rendition of ‘Empty Chairs at Empty Tables’ was highly captivating and clearly showed every single emotion that Marius goes through in the number, leaving the theatre so silent that you could have heard a pin drop. Fantine, played by Lauren Drew, was another stand out, especially her rendition of ‘Fantine’s Death’. The children: Alex Shaw as Gavroche, Yasmin Teodosio as Little Cosette and Maddison Belle Platt all deserve a mention for playing their parts so well, especially to a sold-out audience, but Alex Shaw certainly gave the adults a run for their money, and captured not only everyone’s attention, but also their hearts. 

The show doesn’t contain much movement, but when there is, it was executed well. The dancing in ‘The Wedding’ (with Rebecca Ridout as dance captain) was performed well and added to the atmosphere that was required.  All fight scenes were implemented to a very high standard and credit goes, not only to the actors performing the scenes, but to Jenna Innes for making sure they maintained that standard and for being performed safely. Collectively, the ensemble was very strong and naturally helped push the story along with their individual characters. As mentioned before, they were quite quiet during the first half of act 1, but that may be down to sound and not the ensemble as a collective. 

Overall, I thoroughly enjoyed the performance, and, as per usual, didn’t leave with dry eyes. If the production were to ever tour again, or if I were to recommend a show, I would absolutely recommend this classic as there is a reason this show has stood the test of time. 
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