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Our final production was Assassins by Stephen Sondheim. For this show I was casted as “Mrs Lee” and “The Waitress.” Our version of Assassins was vastly different to other adaptations because our director took the approach that; the world of the play, all takes place in an American high school, and whenever a character comes to life, their costume comes from different items that could be found in a normal high school. I think the underlying message of our take on this musical was to show how normal and nonchalant everyone (including students) is when it comes to the usage of guns in America.
[bookmark: _Int_sAG4IfGW]In order to help myself get into our world of Assassins; I started looking into how often school shootings happen in America, to see if (although still tragic) how they have lost their shock effect and how normalised they now are.
In my research, I found that since the year 1999 there has been 386 school shootings, and that there were more school shootings than any since 1999 in 2022 (46 shootings). There are more than 356,000 students left traumatised by gun violence in schools. “Active shooter drills” take place in schools to keep students safe, however this itself shows how frequent school shootings are, in a place where students should feel safe. The normalisation of students staying alert and living every moment as if they could be shot shows the traumatising effect these shootings have on school students.
[bookmark: _Int_TEkWP1g6]Using this information made me understand the students of our “American school” and how they could or would behave. The students of “Assassins seem to have a very so, so attitude towards guns, throughout the show we do not show a real gun until the very end. It is just a bunch of kids playing pretend making a gun with their hands and saying the word bang when re-enacting an assassination. I personally believe that this is because they are using the humour of guns to distract themselves from the serious events that affect them in their day to day lives. Our ending with a student shooting the teacher creates a horrifying image that snaps all the students back into the reality of how dangerous their lives can be.
To help me further with understanding “Assassins” I wanted to know why Stephen Sondheim wrote the musical and what his overall message was so that I might be able to attempt to help convey the message that he wanted to share.
“He said that he had wanted to do a musical based on the Paris Peace Conference of 1919. However, upon finding a draft of a play entitled “Assassins,” Sondheim became fascinated with the title and the two set off to create a musical based on the lives of assassins throughout history. Weidman said he was captivated by the idea because he considered his first experience with grief to have been the assassination of former President John F. Kennedy.”
[bookmark: _Int_DZYfCDjC]Although the show has some comical moments regarding the lives of the Assassin’s, there are some immensely powerful moments within the musical. Whenever the characters witness a president get shot/killed we display a moment of shock and sadness. Relating back to John Weidman’s sentiment of his first experience with grief came from John F. Kennedy’s assassination, the song “something just broke” highlights the pain and heartbreak of an entire nation after losing not only a beloved public figure, but their president; and I believe that, that was the intention of Sondheim and Weidman with this song to show that the silly, meaningless actions of others can affect the feelings of so many people. In our version of “something just broke,” just before the song, we broadcasted to the audience the archived footage of JFK’s assassination, and you could feel the atmosphere of the entire room change. It goes from being a play where everyone jokes about killing presidents to actually witnessing the pain of everyone present after witnessing such an atrocity. The video and atmosphere of the room helped me with my performance during that song because, I had never seen the video before, and seeing it for the first time made me heavily empathize with the family and friends of John F. Kennedy. Seeing his wife Jacqueline Kennedy scrambling in the car to clutch the pieces of him that had been shot out of his skull and watching her cling onto him for dear life, and seeing the distraught look on her face; not only put me in the heartbroken head space of the nation at that moment, but also made me feel so much pain and sadness for her; it’s hard losing someone you love, but to lose someone in such a horrible, traumatic way is earth shattering.
In earlier sessions, we were taught about the 7 stages of tension. But the way our director James saw it, was different to how other people see it.
The stages were:
1. Tired, sluggish, lazy, unmotivated, depressed, slow
2. Teenager/Californian
3. Neutral
4. Good angel/bad angel (seeing someone as the most amazing thing ever, or seeing someone as the most awful thing ever)
5. Frozen, caught doing something you were not supposed to be doing
6. Ice cream, over excited
7. Bomb in the room, over the top, terrified
The way these stages helped me with my performance in “Assassins”:
The opening number of “Assassins” entitled “everybody’s got the right,” shows students morphing into the different assassins in history. Towards the end of the song where the rest of the cast joins in, we gave the song an unsettling happiness/joy throughout the song. To portray that effectively, I looked to the 7 stages of tension that we were shown earlier on throughout the rehearsal process. To create the unsettling happiness, I used the ice-cream stage, however just before the end of the song it says, “everybody’s got the right” and there is a pause during the pause we had to go from “muppet, creepy happy” to “too scary, super unsettling evil smiles” so at that moment I used a twist between ice cream and bad angel types of tension. I also thought about the horror movie called smile (in which people become possessed by a scary smiling demon).
[bookmark: _Int_Pu2SvZek]I also referred to these stages of tension in the song “how I saved Roosevelt” in which I portrayed Mrs Lee, a housewife who was in attendance the day Zangara attempted to assassinate Franklin D. Roosevelt. The song shows a contrast between Zangara's explanation of how he grew up and the reason he tried to commit murder, and the complete ignorance of the bystanders who witnessed it, who do not really care about what has just taken place, but only care about getting their attention from the press and their fifteen minutes of fame. To portray this excited, smug, better than everyone else mentality, I used the tensions Californian and ice-cream, because although Mrs Lee thought she was a new star, she was just over excited.
To portray Mrs Lee accurately, I had to understand her as a character. To do that, I decided to create a character profile:
Name: Mrs Agatha Lee (Maiden name Riley)
Age: 43
Spouse: Mr David Lee
[bookmark: _Int_JWL3ml8Z]Occupation: Stay at mom/housewife
Children: Emma Lee, Desmond Lee
Hobbies: Baking, Gardening, Sewing
Objective: To push all the other bystanders out of the way and get the photographer and press’ attention
Super Objective: To tell her heroic story about how she witnessed the gunshot almost killing Franklin D. Roosevelt.
[bookmark: _Int_SgO99g80]Mrs Lee’s point in “how I saved Roosevelt” is to talk about the assassination as it was all a big holiday and how she was a part of history. She says “I spotted him” whilst interrupting another bystander to exert her importance over everyone, and slightly undermines the other “Mrs” in her verse by cutting over her again saying “she means Roosevelt” acting like she knows all. Although it is revealed that although she sees herself as heroic and as a somewhat celebrity, she “barrelled” which means when she heard the gunshot she ran away. She treats everything that happens as this amazing thing, addressing everyone saying, “when you thought that we might’ve missed seeing him missed.” which could show she might use this occurrence as something to show off about to people that missed the terrifying occurrence.
I also had to create a character profile for “The waitress” because there is so little known about her but the way she feels during one of the final songs “something just broke” is so important because of the effect the assassinations had in the USA. I needed to understand her thought process so that I could communicate her feelings as a character accurately.
Name: Rose Smith
Age: 24
Spouse: none
Occupation: Waitress at an American Diner
Children: none
Hobbies: Writing
Objective: To continue doing her job despite a terrible tragidy that has just struck the whole of America
Super Objective: To communicate where she was and what she was doing at the time John F. Kennedy was shot
[bookmark: _Int_sWVtpNXx]My interpretation of the waitress was, that her name was Rose, and she was a very patriotic person. She wanted to believe in the American dream and used the President as a beacon of hope to dream that one day she too could have her dream job, which is why the president's death affected her so much. When JFK was shot, she was still at work, so she did not really have time to process how much losing someone she saw as her hero affected her. The way she explains what she was doing in “something just broke” suggests that she will be forever mentally frozen at that moment in time until the day she dies because of how traumatic the president's death really was for her.
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