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As a singer on training, usually my main focus tends to be the sound of the voice and how to pleasantly hit the right notes. Knowing that in order to perform in a big stage or a small room, we singers need to also tell a narrative or a story and make people feel and understand the songs, convince them for these few minutes of each song, the struggle to act and sing is real and over the last weeks that we were asked to sing and act, I founded myself not getting it many times. More specific, for our Professional Practice module, we were asked to perform an opera duet or an opera aria and all together create a complete performance, based on Stanislavski’s acting techniques that we studied. I was familiar with this technique and I have to say that once I learnt that we as a group will focus on that I thought it will be easy, but having to sing as well was harder, never thought that focusing only or so much on how we sound when we sing, is actually affecting the performance and how the voice comes out. Also, how much the confidence can change everything and not always listening to your consciousness thoughts. 

I was asked to prepare with one of the others students, the duet called “Ah guarda, sorella! From the popular opera Così fan tutte by the worldwide known composer, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. The opera was premiered in 1790 in Vienna and it is an opera buffa with two acts. The title translates to “So do they all” and tutte is the feminine plural in Italian for all, meaning “All women do it”.  It focuses on two young military men, Ferrando and Guglielmo, who are not sure if their lovers who are sisters, Fiordiligi and Dorabella, are faithful to them and try to test their loyalty after having a discussion with a friend Don Alfonso. The duet is between the two sisters, after they received two necklaces with their men’s face in them, and excited are singing about them. The duet usually is perceived as a sweet love song that two young ladies sing for the loves. After exploring Stanislavsky’s method though, we created a new way of how it can be sung and how we can act it. Instead of being just two sisters admiring their presents and thinking of their loved ones, we were two very jealous, competitive with each other, maybe insecure and self-centred school girls who are trying to show off their men and take down each other, in the class in school after scrolling through a dating application on their phones. How did the director and us came up with this final idea? With following Stanislavsky’s acting method. 

Konstantin Sergeyevich Stanislavsky was from Moscow Russia born in 1863 and he was an actor, a theatre director and a theatre theorist or in other words a practitioner. His acting techniques focused on the expansion of the actor’s feelings in a natural and realistic way that could fit better in the new century and escape the 19th century way of acting. His method is one of the most famous in the theatre world and still has great influence to directors and actors. Together with Vladimir Nemirovich Danchenko co-founded the Moscow Art Theatre (MAT) that is world famous. He opened a ways of acting and approaching the character.  The System, as his method is called, challenges actors to dive deeper into their emotions and stay connected to them. The character does not start having feelings once he steps foot on the stage for the first time of the play, but before, he is filled with emotional memories that help to shape a whole and complete picture of him that in the end helps the himself and the audience to understand and maybe identify with the role. In that way the character seems more realistic, since people in real life have memories and past feelings stored from different events of their lives. 

“Our demands are simple, normal, and therefore they are difficult to satisfy. All we ask is that an actor on the stage live in accordance with natural laws.”
· Konstantin Stanislavsky 

So in other words, the beginning of the play should not also be the beginning of the character’s existence with zero memories and past emotions, but the character had been through different events that justify his actions. This is how our director tried us tried to analyse and bring into life the different way our characters could be perceived and played. First we had to ask and answer the Six Fundamental Questions, Who? Meaning who am I, What? When? Where? Why? Meaning the context and How? By answering those questions, we had a list of facts about the character. For example, Dorabella is an Italian from Naples and in the scene she is with her sister Fiordiligi in a garden by the seashore and they admiring the face miniature necklaces that their loved ones gave them. Then we proceed to find the Pressing Issue, which is the reason the character behaves the way it does, what happened before the beginning of the scene. After, we needed to find the Fundamental/Key Lines of the aria, that without them the context would have not be the same or maybe it would not even have existed and then the Pressing Issue and the Key event, which dictates how the character is behaving in that specific moment. Then we were asked to divide the text into Units that we had to give a title according to the emotion that each unit creates. That helped us read between the lines and see the deeper meaning that the texts might have and also connect our emotions with it. According to Stanislavsky, that is called Subtext, which is the hidden meaning of the text and it is critical for the understanding of the role. After that we had to find the conscious and unconscious thought of the character. According to philosophy and psychology, humans have the conscious mind which is aware of reality and of what is ‘right’ and what is ‘wrong’ and acts accordingly, it is what we are thinking about in the moment, and the unconscious mind which is our inner thoughts, that we can’t control but having, more like an impulsive or automatic instinct/thought, or maybe forgotten memories or dreams. The conscious mind usually keeps us more grounded and focused, where the unconscious mind is more free and sometimes does not have a limit. Sigmund Freud believed that the mind should be divided and human’s ego is the conscious mind and thoughts and the superego or instincts are the unconscious mind and thoughts. This theory plays a big role in psychoanalysis which Stanislavsky’s method uses. In the duet the conscious thought was that they are in love with them and nothing and no one can ever stop them from being with them to the point that they say that in case they ever stop loving them “may Cupid make them suffer in life”, but the unconscious though is that what if they stop though? What will happen next? What everything is for nothing? Stanislavsky’s method activates the unconscious thought to make the characters more realistic and more sympathetic to the audience. That also really helped me to create a deeper and more meaningful connection to Dorabella’s character and understand her a bit more. The practitioner’s technique also focuses on the Objective which is the reason of every action and decision the role is taking or have taken and the Super – Objective which is what the character wishes the most throughout the play, it is what the character is trying to express behind the lines. All these techniques were used these last weeks and created a completely way of playing the role of Dorabella. It also helped me overcome a little bit the effects of the lack of confidence and the performance anxiety I have when it comes to singing in the stage.

Stanislavsky provided a route map for exploring what he called “that conscious road to the gates of the unconscious”. Which is the foundation of modern theatre. And it is a map that no actor, even today, can afford to ignore. 

      -Michael Billington, The Guardian. 9 May 2009 


As it was mentioned before, as a singer who lacks of confidence I tend to overthink and over focus on the sound of my voice during a performance. Together with my stage performance anxiety, I had to face few physical issues like tongue, jaw and neck tension, because I was so focused on making sure that I have a pleasant for the audience sound of voice and that I sing the right notes. It was very obvious especially when I was asked by my director to act without sing, the result was much better than when I was adding the singing, because my mind was switching modes. So in order to achieve the right notes I was using tongue retraction and tongue root tension. Also in order to sing more powerfully and brighter I was doing a common mistake, opening my mouth more which is one the causes of jaw tension. Inadequate breath when I had to move around more than I would if I was just singing alone, also caused me tongue tension. To sing opera, muscular support is crucial. Although, after days of trying till the last minute, I believe in the final performace, I managed to overcome some of these issues and let myself more free. 

In conclusion, I can confidently say that these last weeks helped me in my final performance and if I use Stanislavsky’s method more often it will also help me in the future with other arias and songs. The key was to trust the process and be open minded about it. As a singer I keep forgetting that a nice voice isn’t everything and we must also convince the audience and make them connect to the songs we are singing because we are telling a story.  Stanislavsky is considered one of the greatest names in the history of theatre for a reason. 
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