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Introduction
This reflective essay summarises my experience performing in the graduating production of Alice By Heart at WAVDA, where I was cast as a joint swing and an ensemble Wonderland creature. It focuses on my development as a performer through adapting to changes during rehearsals and performance, while reflecting on collaboration and the challenges I encountered. Through critical reflection, I will evaluate how this production strengthened my skills, resilience, and understanding of professional theatre practice.
Character Development and Rehearsal Process
Initially, I had mixed emotions about being cast as a swing in Alice By Heart. Although I was disappointed not to receive a principal role, I was also excited by the challenge. The role required a high level of adaptability and preparedness, as swings must be ready to step into multiple tracks at a moment's notice. This responsibility is reflected by Elynah A from the Institute of the Arts Barcelona, who describes swinging as "one of the hardest jobs in theatre because they might get called mid-show to go on for someone." Recognising the demands of the role helped me appreciate it as an opportunity to develop my versatility, resilience, and confidence as a performer.
As rehearsals began, I embraced this opportunity to broaden my skills. During our first rehearsal, the ensemble was asked to create our own characters within Wonderland. I chose to portray a flower, fascinated by the idea of a silent observer. I imagined her as a wildflower slowly wilting as Alice resisted growing up and attempted to stop time. This idea influenced my physicality and emotional connection to the role, encouraging me to explore movements that became fragile throughout the production. I also became aware of how stillness and subtle movement can be just as expressive as larger physical choices.
I also developed a detailed backstory for my character. Although she never spoke, I imagined her as a collector of secrets, absorbing everything within Wonderland and storing these within her roots. Creating this internal life helped me realise that stage presence does not rely on dialogue; a well-developed character can communicate through physicality. As Jane Friedman argues, without a developed backstory, "characters may feel opaque or flat." My flower viewed most characters with curiosity but felt inferior to the Red Queen because she longed to belong within her rose garden.
Challenges and Development
At the beginning of the process, I was not called into rehearsals, which left me questioning my place within the production. My fellow swing and I spent much of this time in a separate studio learning material for multiple roles. However, this created challenges, as we were often unaware of when scenes were being rehearsed and struggled to follow the development of the production. Without dedicated swing tracks or rehearsal materials, we felt disconnected from both the creative process, making it harder to build confidence in switching between roles.
As rehearsals progressed, we were informed that we would not be traditional swings but would instead read lines for absent cast members. This change left me feeling as though my role lacked purpose. A week before opening, the director decided to remove the flowers from the show as they no longer fit the concept. Instead, the other swing and I were reassigned to the roles of the Knaves. Initially, this was frustrating, as I had invested time developing my character, including her physicality. I believed that physicality made the character feel more authentic and. This aligns with Joan Dempsey's advice in Writer's Digest to "use" all five senses when creating characters, reminding performers that believable characters are built through rich sensory and physical detail, not just dialogue. The change also left little time to establish my new role and understand how I fitted into the ensemble.
Despite my disappointment, this taught me an important lesson about theatre practice. Creative decisions can change rapidly, and performers must adapt professionally, even when those changes are unexpected. Rather than focusing on what I had lost, I concentrated on contributing effectively in my new role. This strengthened my and adaptability, helping me develop a more professional mind-set when approaching sudden creative shifts. This reflects the advice given in a Medium blog, which suggests that "as an actor, your ego should be out the door" and that performers should respect the creative decisions made by those leading the production.
Collaboration and Ensemble Work
As rehearsals progressed, I began to feel more connected through ensemble work. Although the ensemble was small, every member committed, particularly as many scenes relied on movement rather than traditional dance. As a cast, we developed a close working environment, which made collaboration feel natural. I particularly appreciated that the production gave equal value to the ensemble and the principal roles, creating a sense of teamwork. This reflects Kerry Hishon's view that "ensemble thinking focuses on a whole-show mentality, rather than an 'us versus them' mentality for leading actors versus ensemble/chorus members." Experiencing this approach reinforced the importance of every performer in creating a successful production.
I found ensemble singing was where I felt most integrated into the show. During rehearsals, I was given a solo riff in the Red Queen's song Trial. This was a significant moment, as I felt recognised by the creative team. It gave me the opportunity to demonstrate my vocal ability.
I was also given a partner dance in Those Long Eyes, based on the waltz, a style I had not performed before. Initially, I found this daunting, although my partner's experience helped me develop my understanding. Their absence during rehearsals meant I often practised alone, making it difficult to build timing. When we rehearsed together again, I realised that successful partner work depends not only on choreography but also on trust, communication, and emotional connection. This reflects the Joy of Dance Centre’s view that dancing together is built on "rhythm, touch, trust, and joy." Developing these skills strengthened my adaptability, particularly in responding to another performer's energy in real time.
Conclusion
Overall, I am incredibly grateful for this experience, as it was unlike anything I had encountered in my training. Although there were moments of uncertainty, the process strengthened my patience, and adaptability as a performer. While I developed many new skills, I remain interested in learning more about the role of a swing within professional theatre and how performers manage covering multiple tracks in live performance. This experience increased my confidence as an ensemble performer. Having previously been involved in more dance-focused productions, I found it rewarding to rely more on movement, emotion, and subtle storytelling. Ultimately, Alice By Heart encouraged me to embrace new challenges and helped me grow personally and professionally as I prepare to enter the industry.
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