Since September I have been attending weekly LAB sessions, consisting of ensemble singing sessions until the end of term, when we showcased our hard work to an audience. Leading these lessons was David George Harrington. In this essay I will be reflecting on the skills I have learnt and developed during the module, what I found challenging, elements I found easier and why, and a reflection on the preparative weeks leading to the performances. I have nurtured many skills during this module that have equipped me with the right tools to become a valuable ensemble member. I have developed further my ability to sight-read, becoming much quicker at learning difficult harmonies in a short amount of time, I have expanded my music theory vocabulary, furthered my understanding of text in musical theatre and learnt how to effectively navigate dynamics and punctuation whilst singing. 
Our themes during the first term were Golden Age and Jukebox musicals. The Golden Age of Musicals revolutionized a new structure of musical theatre and “For the first time, song and dance were weaved into the plot, furthering the story or character development” (Team BWW, 2022). The definition of a Jukebox musical is “a play or film that includes many well-known songs by a particular singer, songwriter, or group” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). We performed “Oklahoma” from the musical Oklahoma, “Ascot Gavotte” from My Fair Lady, “Make Them Hear You” from Ragtime, a Mamma Mia Medley, and a Queen Medley (Arranged by David). Two solos were added, “She Touched Me” from Drat! the cat!, and “Natural Woman” by Carole King.
The first song we learnt was ‘Oklahoma’. There were elements I found quite challenging whilst in the rehearsal room. The harmonies in David’s arrangement were the trickiest I’d had to learn. The song consisted of 5 vocal parts: Soprano 1, soprano 2, first altos, second altos, and baritones. In this song I sang the first alto line. I found sticking to the harmony to be quite challenging, which surprised me at first, as, having been part of a school choir and county orchestra for years, I found harmonic work easy to grasp. Reflecting on this, I found the close harmonies to be the reason I was struggling, as well as the fact that I was singing alongside some singers who didn’t have as much experience with harmony work, and so the line was often lost. An example of this was during the ascending “Yi!” chromatic, chordal sequence. What I found helpful with this issue was listening to the individual harmony track in my spare time, so that it became muscle memory. 
Another thing I found difficult was remembering small details that we had worked on and perfected whilst in rehearsals. For “Ascot Gavotte”, there were lots of details that were essential for the comedic success of the song, such as an English RP accent whilst singing staccato, romanticising phrases, for example “At the gate are all the horses waiting for the cue to fly away”, which imitated the journey of the harmony. I found annotating my score in a way that was effective for me, the most helpful way of combating this, and learnt that it is essential to keep a pencil with me to annotate my score anytime!
Something I thoroughly enjoyed during the first term was switching between vocal parts. For example, in “Make Them Hear You” I sang the mezzo soprano part, and for the Mamma Mia Medley I sang the bottom alto part. Having always been a soprano throughout secondary school, I was at first unsure about singing the alto part as it was different to what I was used to and, upon reflection, I think this was a subconscious opinion that alto parts were easier, or not as fun. My experience, however, completely changed my opinion! I found switching parts easy, and really enjoyed exploring the harmonies and interesting rhythms and counterpoint melodies, for example when the altos sang “ma, ma, ma, ma mi-a!”, whilst the sopranos sang a counterpoint “ma, mi-a” in response. 
Our final week of lab commenced on the 5th of December. The week was structured into morning music call sessions, and afternoon choreography/ blocking sessions. I found the music calls to be the most helpful, personally, whilst preparing for the performance, as they reminded me of the intricate details we had set, all of which rose the performance to a professional level. In the afternoons we began by blocking and choreographing the numbers. I learnt from this lab week that we had to carefully consider if the choreography would impair our vocal quality, and, if so, we had to simplify some moves to ensure we could sing to our fullest potential as this was primarily a vocal assessment! We removed some challenging choreography during the “gimme gimme!” section of the Mamma Mia Medley, as we were losing focus on the singing. 
I really enjoyed the performance as it was a success; we had all executed the minute details, and the audience feedback was very positive.
Our themes for the second term of lab were Sondheim and Shakespeare. We had collaborated with the BA Perfformio group, therefore some of our songs were linked with their theme which was Shakespeare. We performed an arrangement of “Wait” from Sweeney Todd, “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”, “Another Opening” from Kiss Me Kate, and “Still I Will Love” by Shaina Taub. We also included various solos, duets, and trios: “Unworthy of Your Love” from Assassins, “Could I Leave You?” from Follies, an arrangement of “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd) and “Children will listen” (A Little Night Music), and “So In Love” from Kiss Me Kate. 
I discovered how much quicker I was able to pick up close harmonies and tricky melodies whilst learning the new material and was excited that my musicality had progressed during the first term. Something I learnt during the second term was how to link musicality with text. That is, how to reflect the lyrics’ emotion by using musical ‘decorations’! I also realised the importance of reading the score carefully, as with Sondheim’s work especially, the music and lyrics were crafted to create a specific atmosphere. This became apparent to me during our work on “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”. Many details were added by David, and it was essential that we as an ensemble followed these because the first verse was in unison. Noted on the score was “Misterioso, con moto”, meaning mysterious, with movement. This reflected David’s notes, with key words such as ‘intent’ and ‘charged’, for the opening line, “Attend the tale of Sweeney Todd”. There was a difficult chordal section of the song, where all voices sang the following “Swing your razor wide, Sweeney, hold it to the skies!”. There were many details to remember to imitate the horror. Details such as to put fast vibrato on the word “wide”, to create fear in the audience. I enjoyed learning about Sondheim’s use of the ‘Dies Irae’ (Day of wrath) throughout the “Ballad of Sweeney Todd”. We see the first line of the ballad to be almost identical in melody to the first line of the Gregorian chant, “Dies irae dies illa”.  This motif is used throughout the prologue, including in the verse where we sing “Swing your razor wide, Sweeney”. It’s interesting how the use of the dies irae foreshadows the rest of the play, and “In a way, you could argue that you know that his story begins and ends with death” (Sideways, 2019). 
Our second lab week commenced on the 20th of March. This time, we had Angharad Lee as our Director, and David Harrington as our musical director. Some of our musical numbers, such as “Another Opening, Another Show” and “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd” were very busy in terms of blocking. The idea for “Another Opening, Another Show” was that a bored cast had decided to party before a show and had woken up half an hour before the opening. As a class, we felt like the blocking was affecting our vocal performance, so in the next session we had a chat to decide how we could change this. We realised that the blocking wasn’t affecting our vocal quality, rather the fact that we needed to rehearse the newly learnt choreography. I learnt a valuable trick that gives an audience a ‘mental break’ if a performance is deliberately chaotic, and that was to give a point of focus. Four of my peers and I worked on a short, unified sequence to imitate doing our makeup before the ‘show’, which made the staging aesthetically pleasing. During this lab week, I enjoyed using different styles to aid with our performance. We used a frantic assembly technique that Angharad called the ‘Three hands’ technique. I researched the devising process, the “String of material”, which is defined as “set tasks to come up with several moves to be retained and performed in a specific order” (Scott and Hoggett, 2014, p.8). We used this technique during “Wait”, and I felt the tasks gave focus to our performance and helped me to connect to the song emotionally, as, through the tasks an emotional narrative was naturally created. 
I furthered my understanding of connecting text and emotion during our performance and vocal work on the song “Still I Will Love”. Our task during the session was to look at the lyrics and decide how we connected to them. The task was not to relive uncomfortable or triggering scenarios, but to study the lyrics from a point of positivity. An example of the lyrics is, “As we change and we grow, as we ripen and rot, still I will love”. 
I felt as though the performance went well. I remembered the important rhythms and cut-offs for “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”, remembered the vocal quality required for each song, such as a ‘pop’ feel for the duet “Unworthy of Your Love”, and the dark, operatic quality needed for the backing vocals of “So in Love”. 
I have thoroughly enjoyed this module. My musicality has developed a lot since the beginning of the module, I have learnt about connecting text with music, and have loved my experience of singing as an ensemble!
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