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Over the last 2 terms I have attended theatre laboratory class. This was an ensemble-based module where, as a class we learnt different material and at the end of each term we brought the songs together with movement and narrative to create a showcase. In the first term we focused on the legit style and fused this with the modern-day pop/rock genre. In our second term we looked at the works of Stephen Sondheim and the writing duo Pasek and Paul. Theatre lab is a class I always looked forward to as it provided opportunities for growth and collaboration. 

As this is a collaborative project, our first session included getting to know each other and our lecturer. We then spent time individually with the lecturer to work out our voice type. Using the “ah” vowel I had to sing in a scale ranging from low to high notes. The purpose of this was to find my vocal range and that I could be placed in the songs appropriately. I was then told that I had a mezzo range which is the “second highest female voice type”. (Rochdale, 2025, https://www.rochdale.gov.uk/rochdale-music-service/learn-mezzo-soprano-voice#:~:text=A%20typical%20mezzo%20can%20vocalize,high%20as%20a%20typical%20soprano. ) In the next session we started with the song “Oklahoma!” from the musical “Oklahoma!” by Rogers and Hammerstein was chosen. This is a legit style song which typically refers to a classical or operatic style of singing. Including a rich and full sound, vibrato and diction are the main elements that go into legit singing. (GraceMusicSchool, 2025) We practised each part and recorded them to come back the next week. One challenge I found from the first couple of weeks was getting used to learning the material on my own. For me, new material has always been learnt in the room and having a recording to go off was new to me. However, I found this proved useful as I could listen to the notes and practise them until I got it right. As I was in alto 1 for this song, I also found it difficult when coming together in rehearsal. I have been in a production of Oklahoma where I was in the soprano part, so I tended to want to go up with the sopranos, however after drilling the alto part on my own and with the other parts I was eventually able to stay with the alto’s. The second song we looked at for this lab was “One brick at a time” from the musical “Barnum”. Produced in 1980 “Barnum” is a classic Broadway show. Composed by Cy Coleman and lyrics by Michael Stewart. Lyrically this was a challenge for me as the lyrics were more complex. What makes the lyrics complex is the rhyming such as “contati”, “obligati” and “fa so la ti” which are very similar sounding phrases, but all have different meanings, so I had to take extra time to ensure that I knew the lyrics. I also had to ensure that I used diction to emphasise the context of the song. As for the arrangement of the piece, in the second half there were two sets of lyrics sung at the same time. I was on the lower harmony. I found this section testing as I had to keep to my own part. The final song we used in our first project was an arrangement of “Holiday” from “American Idiot”. Based on the songs of the band “Green Day” this is a jukebox musical. I found “Holiday” the least lyrically challenging however as it is the pop/rock genre this meant I had to use my mixed voice more often, I found this refreshing as for the last two songs I was primarily using head or chest voice. The style of the song also meant I had more freedom vocally, such as sliding off the notes. Nonetheless I still ensured that my diction was clear, and I thought I executed my harmony’s well in rehearsals. 

After a successful performance of our first project, we then moved onto our second project in term 2. We were first introduced to the material which included the works of Stephen Sondheim and Pasek and Paul. We started learning a “Greatest Showman” medley, arranged by our lecturer from the musical film “The Greatest Showman” written by Pasek and Paul. It was interesting to see that they also wrote the “Dear Evan Hansen” libretto and the songs from the 2019 “Aladdin” film. I was placed in soprano 1 for this medley, as I wanted to try a different ensemble part. I didn’t find this medley difficult to learn or sing however similarly to “one brick at a time” in term one, there is an overlapping of lyrics in the third part of the medley. So, I struggled with this section but the more I practised, especially with the other part, the more I overcame this. After learning the medley, we then moved onto another Pasek and Paul song, “Ready to be loved” from “Edges”, which is a song cycle. This was a moment of discovery for me as I had never been taught about song cycles. I decided to do some research and found that a song cycle is a group of songs that are made to be performed together as a single cohesive work. And they are usually linked by a common theme, musical motif or narrative. (Perry, 2023) I found that this piece was heavily spoken, but I found the timing of this difficult. To help with this, I wrote down the cuts in my music so that I could learn where to come off. One other part of this song I found difficult was at the end where I went into the soprano 2 part. As this had just come from a pause in the music and it was lower than what I had previously sung, I had trouble finding my note. To fix this I made sure to listen to the members in my part and I also reminded myself to think lower to find the note. This was a relatively quick learn for the class so we moved onto our first Sondheim song. “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd” from “Sweeney Todd”. “Sweeney Todd” is one of my favourite musicals, so I was very excited to start this. I was placed on soprano 1 & 2 for this piece and what I had trouble with was the detail. Such as the emphasis of “d” in “Todd” and “Odd”. I made use of my sheet music by circling the “d”. The lecturer also wanted a crescendo on the line “he shaved the faces of gentlemen” so I added the correct marking for this on my music. This was a very intense song, specifically the section with overlapping lyrics “sweeney was smooth”, I found it difficult to know when to come in as there was so much going on around me. One thing I did to overcome this was count when I heard the words “sweeney was smooth”. I knew that I had to come in for the third time. This proved efficient in rehearsal and the performance. The next song we looked at was another Sondheim piece “Broadway baby” from “Follies”. This was a very over the top number which is something I enjoy. One aspect of this music I found difficult was differentiating the lyrics as it was the same tune throughout. To help with this I wrote down the sections of lyrics on a notepad and associated them with pictures (Channon, 2021) and used the key phrases like “maid” and “slaving at a five and ten”. There was also an aspect of soloistic parts in this lab. A few weeks before I prepared “That’ll show him” from “A funny thing happened on the way to the forum” by Stephen Sondheim, to which I was given a part in “There’s always a woman”. I looked over my part before the lab week however as this was a duet style song I struggled with this. The lyrics were quite similar, and it had a fast tempo, so I made time to go over this with my duet partner. We helped each other and this benefited us for the lab performance. 

In conclusion, my time in theatre laboratory class has taught me how to work with other people and how this can be taken into the industry when I finish my degree. I learnt about new aspects of musical theatre that I didn’t know before such as song cycles and the reasoning behind some musical notes like how Sondheim uses the Dies Irae, to symbolise danger and death in “Sweeney Todd”. (Winters, 2014) I also learnt about the importance of using your sheet music to not only learn the notes but to add detail to the piece which in turn makes it more thrilling for a live audience. Reflecting on both terms, I feel that I have grown not only as a performer but also as a collaborator, being able to take direction from the lecturer, listen to my peers and help each other in duet work. However, one aspect I have found is that I struggle with pieces with overlapping lyrics, so I will continue to work on this by listening to the members in my part and keeping in time. Moving forward I hope to apply all that I have learnt from this module into future ensemble/collaborative work. 
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