Freya Bussy
Xanadu Reflective Essay

At the start of this process; I didn’t know what to expect. To prepare for the coming rehearsals I decided to do some research into the plot and the background of greek mythology. ‘In this mythology, the nine muses personify a very active part of our deep imagination. At heart, they are forces of nature that transcend gender, serving instead as metaphors that illustrate the many facets of our interior life.’ (Cherise Lily Nana, 2020) Finding out the purpose of the muses enabled me to figure out what their purpose was in the show and gave our characters their super-objective; to inspire Sonny to open a roller disco. 

The story behind Xanadu was simple to understand as it focused less on the plot and more on the comedy. When doing our read through of the script; we found that the text contained references to a variety of 80s pop culture mainly Olivia Newton John. Comedic timing became an integral part of scenes and songs as the musical involved joking about 80s stereotypes. ‘Timing is an essential element of humor because the pace at which you tell a joke can drastically increase its impact or even change it’s meaning.’ (Masterclass, 2021) 
This was especially apparent when the Muses had scenes together. A common joke made throughout Xanadu was the Muse’s speaking in unison. This was commonly shown in ancient greek theatre through greek chorus. ‘The chorus consisted of a group of 12 to 50 players who spoke or sang their lines in unison, wore masks, and functioned as one actor rather than a large group of many performers.’ (Kerry Hishon, 2021) When rehearsing our lines in unison we often experimented with speaking in the same tone and tempo so that we all sounded in sync with eachother. This became funnier as we said lines such as ‘Bitch we speak in unison how much proof do you need’ as we spoke in the same annoyed manner. 
A challenge that was presented to me from the beginning of the rehearsal process was finding out that I had to multi role. Being part of the ensemble meant that I was not only playing Euterpe; I played a Siren, an Andrew’s sister, Hermes the messenger god and Hera the wife of Zeus.
‘Multi-roling is when an actor plays more than one character onstage. Split-roling is where more than one actor plays the same character. For instance, the actor playing the main character might rotate from scene to scene. This keeps that character representational and stops any emotional involvement and attachment on the part of the audience.’ (Lydia B, 2015-2023)
This meant that I had to know where I was and what actions I had to do; as I was on stage often as each character. Each character had different characteristics and  as they are real greek mythological creatures I was able to do research into them. This enabled me to portray their characteristics and motives accurately. 
Euterpe was my primary character and is one of the nine of Clio’s sisters in the show. 
‘Euterpe was one of the young, beautiful maidens referred to as the Nine Muses….According to the traditions and beliefs of the Ancient Greeks musicians would invoke the aid of Euterpe, the Muse of Music, to inspire, guide and assist him in his compositions. The invocation took the form of a prayer for divine inspiration from the goddess. The modern word 'music' derives from the Muses….. Euterpe was said to have invented the flute and other wind instruments and her symbol was the Aulos, a type of double flute. The sound of the Aulos was described as "penetrating, insisting and exciting’ (Tales Beyond Belief, 2017)
To embody Euterpe inspiring people with music; I imagined the prospect of music and how it would move and how would it sound. I thought of Euterpe’s music being light and bouncy; I experimented this through movement of my arms making them floaty and delicate. The choreographer and I came up with Euterpe’s signature pose and we thought of the image of a harp; so I pictured myself holding a harp to create the pose. As she is a muse of inspiration I decided to make her positive and very perfect from the way she places her hands to how she presents herself. This character has a large contrast to the other characters I’d play later on in the show. I found that Euterpe was similar to my own personality in many ways so all I had to do was heighten those positive, smiling traits. 
The next character I played was a Siren. I had heard of Siren’s before in Greek Mythology and had seen them in many childhood movies; so I was able to have the image I needed to create.
	‘Sirens were monsters that were half women, half birds. They were both monstrous and beautiful, and were best known for their song, which they would use to lure sailors out of their boats and to their deaths. The only way to safely pass by the Sirens was to completely block your ears with wax so not a single note of their song could get through.’ (Liv Albert, 2021)
As we learnt that they learn sailors into the sea; myself and my two classmates playing the Siren’s discussed making them sassy and seductive. As luring someone in is often associated with passion and seduction we played with making eye contact with audience members as if we were luring them in. We also established a similar characteristic to Melpomene as we were her daughters; so with our movement the choreography followed her movement and we used feathers to symbolize the winged appearance of them.

In the second half of the show; I played Hermes the messenger god. 
‘While Hermes is best known today for his role as herald and messenger, he was first worshiped as a god of fertility and boundaries.  Known as a “chthonic god,” he was associated closely with the underworld, and large phallic pillars dedicated to the Greek god could be found at the borders between towns. These pillars were as much markers to guide travelers as they were indicators of ownership and control, and it may be that it was from these artifacts that the ancient deity became associated with guidance. Hermes is also known as the god of shepherds, and many early depictions of the god show him carrying a lamb over his shoulders.’ (Thomas Gregory, 2022) 
When going into playing Hermes I didn’t know fully what gender I wanted them to be. I used a lot of masculine strong movements and puffed my chest out however my tone of voice was more feminine and alluring. I found that my costume helped me get into character through a pscho-physical experience. As I was dressed as a Hermes delivery driver I thought of how sarcastic and annoyed they can be especially to angry customers. This linked to Hermes as they are a god that sends messages to people; I thought of how exhausting that job would be for them and how after a while of sending messages they’d get bitter and sarcastic. This was especially apparent in Clio’s breakdown before Hermes line ‘Bitch, I don’t know your life’ as I rolled my eyes at her and that my only objective was to deliver.
My portrayal of the Andrew’s sisters was through song instead of a scene. I had to be able to sing in their jazzy style and show strong characteristics of pin up girls. As we were having to play real people we did research into their style of singing and their performance style. 
‘The Andrews Sisters, singing trio, one of the most popular American musical acts of the 1940s. The group’s renditions of swing tunes in close harmony sold millions of copies; the act was also hugely popular in live performance and in film. The sisters were LaVerne Sofia Andrews (b. July 6, 1911, Minneapolis, Minnesota, U.S.—d. May 8, 1967, Brentwood, California), Maxene Angelyn Andrews (b. January 3, 1916, Minneapolis—d. October 21, 1995, Boston, Massachusetts), and Patricia Marie (“Patty”) Andrews (b. February 16, 1918, Minneapolis—d. January 30, 2013, Los Angeles, California).’ (Britannica, 2023)
From watching video clips of them; we found that we needed to improve on our group work skills. Their choreography was always together and they all looked the same so it took a lot of rehearsal time making sure that our gestures were exactly the same. As the choreography was placed and stiff it affected our vocals that were meant to be jazzy and swing. Singing in close harmony together meant that we had to listen to eachother and work as a trio to loosen up and blend our voices together. 
The last character that I played was Hera the wife of Zeus. This was one of my favorite characters to play as I got to be more comedic. When playing this part it was important for me to build a connection with Aaron who played Zeus to create their relationship dynamic. 
	‘Hera is the Queen of the GODS and is the wife and sister of ZEUS in the Olympian pantheon. She is known for being the Goddess of Marriage & Birth. Despite being the Goddess of Marriage, she was known to be jealous and vengeful towards the many lovers and offspring of her husband Zeus.’ (Greek Gods & Goddesses, 2014)

As Zeus and Hera has a turbulent relationship; Aaron and I worked on their relationship dynamic. We did this through using Meisner repetition to help us keep a strong connection with eachother. Furthermore we discussed with eachother how we wanted to make eachother feel. Hera is the goddess of birth and marriage so we played into the idea that I was babying Zeus and making him feel small and like a child as revenge. This worked really well as it created a sense of tension between us and made our role of a bickering husband and wife believable. 

As we approached week three of rehearsals; a large challenge we have to face was gaining trust with eachother. This was especially apparent in the final number of the show ‘Xanadu’ as we had to roller-skate. Only half of us were able to roller-skate with confidence while I found it to be a difficult task. The choreography for the final number involved all of us crossing eachother and also supporting eachother if something were to go wrong. To help this we did trust exercises like playing group games that involved team work. ‘Teamwork maximizes individual strengths while bringing out the best qualities in each member of the team.’ (Chad McLain, 2016) 
By working as a team we all progressed in our skating ability. From week one to week four we all learnt how to fall safely and how to support eachother when skating in a line together. To build trust we all gave consent to eachother and practiced skating together as a group so we all felt safe in our theatre space. 

When learning choreography for the show I was able to pick it up quickly and was able to add detail to my dancing. For this I was assigned the role of Dance Captain. I found this to be a large learning experience for me as the role took responsibility and reliability from my peers and the creative team. ‘A dance captain is a performer, either on or offstage, that is responsible for maintaining the artistic integrity and show standard once the creative team leaves a production.’ (Christopher Michael, 2022) 
I found this opportunity rewarding but also a challenge. Seeing my cast mates progress in how comfortable they were to perform the dance numbers was great to see. I often led group warm ups to make sure that the cast were thoroughly warmed up physically ready to start rehearsals. However this position was also challenging as I’d often put a lot of pressure on myself when making mistakes. This did cause me to panic and feel a lack of control. Through this my cast mates were extremely supportive and understood the pressure it involved. I was able to build enough trust with them by being approachable and friendly whenever they needed support. I can now take the skills I have learnt from this role into my future performances.

Going into Tech Week was exciting but also stressful. As we had rehearsed in a different space to our performance space we had to get used to the flooring and the environment. This could sometimes take away from how we connected with the show as we thought more about where we were meant to be spaced. To help us connect back with our characters we did character building exercises. This included using action verbs whether that was used physically towards another character; or mentally by the way you act around them. I found this apparent when working with the muses in the musical number ‘Fool’. All of us that played the muses had the same objective in the song; to humiliate and punish Sonny for not believing in Clio. As a team we used action verbs such as ‘I push’, ‘I tease’ and ‘I punch’ to help us make our characters choreography sharper; this made the song gain higher stakes as all our attention was on Darcie playing Sonny and it made our objective for the scene clear to the audience. 
	‘Actioning heightens the actor’s spontaneity, discouraging him or her from monotonously and automatically replicating a tone.’ (Marina Caldrone, 2017)
When beginning to introduce costumes into Tech Week it really helped me to embody the characters I was playing. I was having a psycho-physical experience as I felt a certain way wearing the costume and it affected my overall portrayal of the character. ‘PSYCHO-PHYSICALITY basically alludes to the fact that your body and your psyche are trained together to achieve a sense of inner-outer co-ordination.’ (Bella Merlin, 2014) 
For example; when I played Hera the wife of Zeus, I was dressed as ‘Bad Sandy’ from the movie Grease. Even though I was playing the very motherly Hera; I was told to have the physicality of ‘Bad Sandy’. She moves seductively and struts with sassiness as she has become bad so we had to emulate that ourselves. I decided to wear the heels that she wears and this changed my persona completely. The heels made me feel attractive and feminine so this was shown through the way I walked across the stage in the heels. We were given fake cigarettes to use and this made me feel rebellious but on the outside it looked like it was fully part of my character’s personality. 	As this scene was very comedic it helped me to stay focus and to not break character in the scene even though the audience were laughing.
In the dress rehearsal; I unfortunately forgot a movement in a scene and this affected my performance for the rest of the dress performance as I wasn’t connected mentally. I got anxious and thought about the mistake I made so this knocked what I was meant to be doing in scenes such as moving props or my connection with other cast mates. To try and calm myself down I used breathing exercises to control my breathing; this also supported my vocal practice when singing the musical number in the show. ‘The idea of “breathing life” into a character isn’t just a metaphor; the quality of your breathing affects not only the resonance and stamina of your voice, but also your bodily posture and mental focus.’ (Tyler O’Neill, 2022) 
Doing these breathing exercises enabled me to clear my mind of any outside stress and anxieties; it took my focus back to the show and what tasks I needed to perform. 
Going into the actual performances of the show was both exhilarating and also nerve-wracking. When going into them I felt nervous about making mistakes from moving props to what lines I delivered as I had previously made mistakes in the dress rehearsal. However doing group warm ups together before the show really helped us all the relax and to gain focus. It further brought us together as a cast as we made it fun and energetic. 
In performing the show I learnt that it was vital for us to perform to an audience. As the musical itself is a comedy it was important that we were receiving positive reactions from the audience. ‘The audience drives every aspect of developing a theatrical performance. Initially, the audience serves the role of driving the content of the play or performance itself.’ (Rachel Tustin, 2023) I found that when we did perform to them that our energy rose up compared to having no audience in rehearsal. We were able to see which lines worked in comedic timing and which ones we could change the approach of. Our director heavily encouraged us to take risks and to make bold choices; whether that was through bold character choices or a change of approach with our scene partners. 
Stamina was key when performing this show as it was such high energy and we were on roller-skates. We were able to keep up our stamina as we rehearsed the dance numbers with the songs in situation so there was no dip in energy levels. Breathing exercises helped me to stay engaged physically while singing higher notes as I was a soprano. 
An important lesson I learnt about this show is that ensemble is incredibly important. In a few instances small mistakes were made however if something went wrong with one cast member on stage; another would jump in straight away to correct the problem. We worked strongly as a team to keep the shows tempo constant so that the audience didn’t get bored. When asking my family after the show if they noticed any mistakes, they said that they didn’t notice any. 
Overall ‘Xanadu’ was a big learning curve for me as I learnt that it’s not just the main protagonists that carry the plot; it’s every character involved in the story and that working as a team is integral to making a performance run smoothly. 
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