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When we first discovered that we would be putting on a production of Miss Littlewood, I knew instantly that there would have to be a lot of research conducted into the life and work of Joan Littlewood. I had never heard the name before and it was only when I was conducting my research that I discovered how influential her life and work were to the theatre industry and how she ‘helped to change the face of British theatre’ (Ezard and Billington, 2002). in this essay I will be discussing the research I have done into the characters I played in this production who were based on real people, Joan Littlewood, Howard Goorney and Murray Melvin, and how we developed these characters and their story arcs throughout the rehearsal process, I will also be going into detail about the acting techniques we have used within this production and how these techniques added much more depth into our performances.

The only character that I knew I would be playing before we started the rehearsal process was Joan 2, in our discussion with the writer of the musical Sam Kenyon (2023), he talked about how the six Joan's all represent a different chapter of her life and that while we are all portraying the same person, each chapter of her life is a different version of Joan so none of us had to play her exactly the same as anyone else in our cast or in any other cast that has come before. This left a lot of room open for our own interpretation of the character in different chapters of her life so we could make the characters individual. During the chapter of Joan's life in which Joan 2 is the lead, we see a large shift in who she is as a person and who she would continue on to be in the future, Joan 2 takes over on her 16th birthday in 1930 and goes through many stages and shifts throughout this section of the musical until she is 21 years old in 1935. The biggest challenge I faced whilst developing this character was being able to show the subtle shifts between her sense of self and how she behaved around others and how these progressed in every scene, due to the scenes towards the start of the musical being fairly short some of these shifts had to happen relatively quickly. The first time we are introduced to Joan 2, we discover that she ‘had a very split relationship with family’ (Kenyon, 2023) and we see the effects that not having a relationship with her father had on her life and the bitterness and resentment she feels towards him as well as the lack of a close relationship with her mother, as seen when she refers to her by her first name in the song ‘My Fathers Eyes’. These absent relationships left a hole in her life which in the next scene we see her trying to fill with her art teacher Nick. We did a lot of work on the relationship between Joan and Nick during rehearsals. Originally, I was playing Joan as a lot more innocent and naïve, but this didn’t feel completely right for this scene, while at this point in her life she was fairly naïve to what was going on in the world, we needed to show the awkwardness of what some of the dialogue from Nick would make someone feel, for example when she used the word ‘navvy’, a discriminatory term for people of working classes, which Joan was, at this stage in Joan's life she didn’t feel as secure speaking her mind because she had always been shut down by her mother, Kate. This attitude shifts in the next scene when Nick and Joan have travelled to Paris, and we see a much more heated discussion when Joan realised that Nick was trying to control her life and we see her face discrimination and prejudice for the first time. One of the ongoing themes in Joan's life that is discovered in this scene is that ‘Joan had a very complicated relationship with home; being at home’ (Kenyon, 2023), we see these complicated feelings arise when Nick offers her a home and studio in Chelsea to pursue her art, and they arise again when the principal of RADA suggests that Joan would be at home on a West End stage, each time these feelings are shown, Joan gets more assertive and feels more free to speak her mind about how she feels, which shows how she was maturing and becoming more confident in who she was, a woman who ‘had a fiery temperament and bluntly refused to respect authority for its own sake’ (Holdsworth, 2006). We then follow Joan through meeting her husband, Jimmie Miller (who later on changes his name to Ewan MacColl) and see her come to life as she is intellectually challenged by conversation for the first time in her life. We also get to witness Joan taking control of a situation within The Red Megaphones theatre company and put her directing skills to use. When piecing together this scene in rehearsals we had to find ways in which Joan conducted herself while directing, as we see Joan directing different scenes throughout various chapters of her life, and with a different actor portraying each chapter, there had to be some consistency with her movements and attitudes while directing. The most challenging scene, but also my favourite scene to perform, was the final scene in which Joan 2 is the lead, Scene 12, the abortion scene. In Joan's autobiography (1994) there is only a very brief mention of this moment in her life, which is reflected in the musical when the character of Joan Littlewood leaves halfway through the number, leaving Joan 2 alone through this process. During this scene I always found myself getting emotional and it was originally very hard to remove myself from this feeling when the sudden change of scene happened at the end of the song. In our discussion with Sam Kenyon he talked about this scene in the workshop performances and gave some advice to us which was also given to the actors within that production of Miss Littlewood; ‘if at any point in the performance, it feels like you're going to cry or its getting a bit too emotionally hot for you, shrug’ (Kenyon, 2023), this helps to alienate the audience from the story so as to make them feel as though something is wrong by ‘playing in such a way that the audience was hindered from simply identifying itself with the characters in the play’ (Brecht, 1964, p. 94), it also helps the actor to release these emotions, which can help when portraying the character of Joan as she was seen as a rather matter-of-fact person. There are many Brechtian techniques used within the progression of the characterisation of Joan 2, such as the aforementioned alienation technique, which is done in many different ways during the number of goodbye, with the shrugging, as well as musically with the backing vocals singing a rather joyful chorus underneath the despair of the overarching melody, and the use of breaking the fourth wall in scenes such as the two scenes with Nick and at RADA. Before this production, I had never used any of these techniques or studied Brecht before, so it took a while to find my rhythm and style using these techniques, however I really enjoyed getting to play around and to try something new. We had to do some independent work on breaking the fourth wall in the first scene between Nick and Joan 2, as typically I am quite a naturalistic actor and so to snap out and break the fourth wall felt very unnatural to me as a performer, we conquered this by having me walk around the rehearsal room running the lines with our director Angharad Lee and every time the character of Nick said something that felt uncomfortable or strange, I had to pause and look directly at Angharad, this progressed until during the show, acknowledging the audience never felt like it was an unnatural thing for me to be doing in the moment. The use of these Brechtian techniques is very cohesive with telling the story of Joan Littlewood as ‘she brought Brecht to Great Britain’ (Kenyon, 2023). Another acting technique I used throughout my time playing the character of Joan 2 was the use of seeing pictures and using the Stanislavsky technique with circles of attention which we have been developing throughout our Advanced Acting module within this course. These techniques were predominately used by me in the song ‘Paris is a Woman’ when Joan has just arrived in the city of Paris for the first time and was discovering all of the sights and smells of the city. One of the lyrics in the song is ‘Proust and the power of memory’ which I needed to conduct some research into so as to fully understand what I was singing about. Proust’s theory of memory discusses how senses, particularly taste and smell, can trigger you into remembering moments from your past, either good or bad (Van Campen, 2014). During this song it was important for me to be able to see the pictures of what the character of Joan 2 was singing about so that the audience would be able to make the connections between how in love she was with Paris as a city. This was so that when, towards the end of the musical, Joan leaves her partner Gerry and returns to Paris, there was no confusion as to why she does this.

The other two major characters I was able to portray within this production were Howard Goorney and Murray Melvin, who were well known actors both inside and outside of Joan's theatre workshop. Howard, who was one of the founding members of the Theatre workshop, joined the company when he was only ‘a boy of seventeen’ (Littlewood, 1994, p.106), and later on became the company’s accountant and secretary, looking after their money and corresponding with the Arts Council to attempt getting funding for their productions. in Joan's autobiography, there is hardly a mention towards any personal connection or relationship between herself and Howard, despite him being one of the founding members of the Theatre Workshop and staying for over twenty years as a part of the company. Howard very much enjoyed the way that Joan worked and the variety that each rehearsal process contained from one another:
‘What was it like working with Littlewood? I did so from 1937 to 1960, and three times since, but I can’t answer the question. Exhilarating, sometimes unbearable, there was no one method of rehearsal. Each play elicited its own response. She put great emphasis on the interaction between characters: “Don’t act- react” was the constant cry.’ (Goorney, 1966)
In this production, we had three separate actors portraying the role of Howard at different points throughout the play. This meant that we all had to work together to develop the characteristics and traits we gave him so as to reduce the confusion of the audience when a different actor took on the role. With this factor along with the fact that this show contained a wide variety of different characters it was important that every single character could be easily distinguished by their body language. We did this by creating a caricature for Howard and giving him some very specific gestures and behaviours which all three of us could incorporate into our portrayal of the character, some of these traits involved a specific breathy laugh, a vigorous head nod, lots of sharp had movements as well as predominantly adopting a relaxed, happy attitude. I played Howard in three separate scenes, showing him at different points in his career within the Theatre Workshop, and different stages of his relationship with Joan Littlewood. In the first scene, we are discussing the Smyth Report on Hiroshima, as with much of Joan's theatre work, this scene took on a very satirical attitude, despite the content being about a rather tragic subject. This scene adopted a style very similar to that of pantomime and so we had to make sure the energy levels and mannerisms of how we behaved and spoke matched that of a traditional pantomime following the ‘peculiarity of pantomime art’ (Salal and Kadim, 2022) whilst still keeping in touch with the caricatures of the characters we had previously created. With this being the first scene I portrayed the character of Howard in, I found it very easy to be able to slip into the caricature as everything had to be exaggerated well past the point of naturalism and so when it came to my other scenes with this character, it never seemed like too much of a jump when switching from other roles. The hardest part of playing this role for me, was the scene in which Howard leaves the theatre workshop at the beginning of Act 2. This was because in our production, Howard was a very jolly person and in this scene it was hard to find the distinction between using the caricature we created whilst also showing his sadness about leaving Joan. I managed to conquer this by having a play around within the rehearsal room and trying new things with it until I managed to find the right balance.
Another reason this scene proved to be a difficult scene was how quickly I had to switch roles and become my other character, Murray Melvin. We overcame this difficulty by practicing some clowning techniques within the rehearsal room around ‘the exercise of forgetting’ (Bayes and Scott, 2019), this exercise helps when having to rapidly switch between characters throughout a multi-roling performance as it helps the actor to completely reset their body and mind back to neutral. This was a technique I had never used before, but it really helped with switching characters, particularly my first switch into the character of Murray, which took place in the time it took to remove my blazer, as I had to go from one extreme caricature to another. This technique also proved useful when having to drop characters when we were not in a scene, since we were on stage the entirety of the show.

My final character, Murray Melvin, was a British actor and director, beginning his career in Littlewoods theatre company at Stratford East. He starred in many of the plays which are included within the plot of the musical Miss Littlewood such as, A Taste of Honey, The Hostage and Oh What a Lovely War!. He later went on to perform in many other films and plays before he began directing to pass down the knowledge he gained from his career to the next generation of performers. In Joan's autobiography she described him as ‘young and chirpy’ (Littlewood, 1994, p.529) and said that he ‘was always making tea, tidying the green room, taking care of us’ (Littlewood, 1994, p.518). These quotes helped me in developing the caricature I used whilst portraying this character within my performances, he had a bouncy walk, a mouse-like face and was very eager to please Joan, as well as having a strong sense of justice and a very black and white outlook on when something is right or wrong. This interpretation was further backed up when we had our discussion with the writer, Sam Kenyon, Kenyon and Melvin had been close friends before he passed away earlier this year and when talking about Joan ‘Murray said “She was like the queen, you couldn’t touch her”’ (Kenyon, 2023). This conversation gave me some invaluable information about the relationship between Murray and Joan and majorly helped me with the progression of Murrays storyline within this show. The first time we see Murray within this musical, is right at the beginning of his career within the Theatre Workshop, he is very eager to please and when Joan gives him a compliment he is ecstatic. She also mentions that she’s going to find a part for him any day now, which we later on discover, she does. The next time Murray appears he is trying to tell Joan about the fact that Gerry is sleeping with another woman, this scene shows a different side to Murray by revealing his strong sense of justice and wanting to protect Joan from something that could potentially hurt her, as well as revealing his anxieties about doing something wrong when Joan ultimately turns the conversation into a telling off. The final time we see this character is at the end of the musical when the cast are helping to research towards the production of Oh What a Lovely War! During this scene we again see Murray's anxieties when Joan is giving them all a lecture, and we also see the special part that Joan promised Murray when they first met, which Murray completely messes up within the show. As I was the only actor that got to portray Murray, I had a lot of chances to play around with this character both in the rehearsal room and in the performances to be able to see which caricature would work best at bringing Murray to life, which was a lot of fun as an actor. 

Throughout the rehearsal process and performance week of Miss Littlewood, I have felt myself grow an incredible amount within this professional practice and it has shown me the vast improvements I have made in the last nine months studying towards this degree. I feel as though all of the skills I have developed throughout the year, especially those in the acting and singing modules, have grown together and I was able to push myself beyond limits which I never thought I would be able to cross. I have had a lot of fun playing around with the many characters I was lucky enough to portray within this show, as well as developing new techniques, such as the Brechtian and Clowning techniques, and adapting to different ways of understanding the text and how best to convey the story of Joan Littlewood. The opportunities I was given within this production have helped my self-confidence to grow and I can honestly say I have never felt more confident in a show, which I believe was translated in my performance. If I had the opportunity to relive this entire process, the only thing I would change is that I wish I had thrown myself into the rehearsal process right from the beginning, as it took me a couple of weeks to settle into the new techniques. This would’ve allowed me more time to experiment within my scenes and possibly find more depth behind each of the characters I portrayed. This rehearsal process has been full of challenges, and I am pleased and proud to say that with hard work, and all of the skills developed in my time on this course, I was able to overcome all of them.
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