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Musical Theatre Laboratory Reflective Essay

From the month of September 2023, I have undertaken classes with David George Harrington, studying Musical Theatre Laboratory. My skills have excelled immensely, and I believe that this is the module where I learnt the most, musically. I have worked closely with my tutor and my peers as an ensemble to perform two shows. One was inspired by major music influencers, involving Queen, ABBA, Oklahoma, My Fair Lady and Ragtime. There were also two solo songs, one of which involved some harmonies. The second was inspired by Stephen Sondheim and Shakespearean themes.

The rehearsals for the first Laboratory were very interesting as I hadn’t been a part of an ensemble for quite a while. During the first few sessions, we partook in a range check session, where I found out I was a second soprano (Mezzo-Soprano). This was new information for me as I had never done this before. This also benefitted me in performance class, because I then knew what to search for when looking for songs.

 After this, we got an introduction to the work we will create as well as some history of Musical Theatre. I learnt how certain Musicals, such as Oklahoma and Hair, created history and evolved the Musical world. We listened to Golden Age music and Contemporary music. This taught me how to differentiate different eras of music by ear. I learnt how Golden Age Era musicals had Orchestras, and poetic and over-the-top text, the whole phrasing in the Golden Age was much different to the contemporary. Contemporary musicals would have bands or sometimes tracks, their lyrics leaned towards the more natural ways of speech, and their speech tempo could be as short as if someone was just talking. I then intertwined these qualities into the songs we’d rehearse, depending on the era. 

Rehearsing for our first lab, I mixed into different voice type groups, from bottom alto to second soprano. In Oklahoma, I fit into Alto one, I found this part enjoyable as the song had a fast tempo. I learnt later on that I would learn the faster tempo parts easier than I would the slower parts. During each session, we would work through a song thoroughly, go home, research the historical context and learn our parts, sing through it at the beginning of the next session then move on to the next song. This helped me save and retain the information and skills I had learnt. 
 
The Abba and Queen medleys were probably the hardest sessions, personally. This was because the songs within them are massively famous. These sessions meant that I had to strip everything I knew about these songs and learn a harmony for them, instead of the tune. This required a lot of concentration and re-listening over and over again. As I have never had any sort of music lessons before, I learnt how to sight-read sheet music by matching what I heard through my ears and looking at the sheet. This was a favourable skill as I have always learnt by ear before these classes. I also learnt how to create ‘epic’ vocal quality by using my larynx and manipulating sound by my mouth shape.  During this Lab, I also received a solo part in Abba’s medley, singing ‘The Winner Takes It All’. This helped me gain confidence in my performance class.

‘Ascot Gavotte’ from My Fair Lady was interesting. As it was short and sweet. It was musically beautiful as there wasn’t much change in harmonies. However, it was very much character orientated. The use of staccato in text meant that we had to work extra hard on diction.  

A few days before our assessment, we were introduced to one of the solo songs which were called ‘You Make Me Feel’. Gracie sang this song beautifully, however, we had to learn a harmony part for this song. This was without any sheet music or background to the song. This taught me the skill of being quick in my learning, preparing me for the real world of Musical Theatre. To achieve this, I worked with one of my peers to implant this harmony into this song. We also received the note to colour it with a ‘soul’ feeling to it.  We also choreographed some movements to make the piece more entertaining.

By the end of this assessment, I had learnt my strengths and weaknesses for the next laboratory. My strengths included learning fast-tempo music quickly, learning how to read sheet music, learning to distinguish Golden Era Music and Contemporary music and learning how to manipulate vocal quality by changing the shape of my mouth and the placement of my larynx. At the end of the assessment, I believe that I could better my skill in being able to strip songs and re-learn different harmonies. I also believe I could work a bit faster on learning harmonies, my usual learning time would be 3-4 days. This would mean I would learn them by the next session, however, in the real world, I would have to be a lot faster. Another goal I had set myself for the next assessment was to discover how to change my vocal quality for lighter songs. I have a strong voice, which means that I struggle with lighter songs. This intertwines with learning how to establish different characters using my voice. I would also like to be cleaner and more concise with my movements and not let them affect my singing.


For the second assessment, we moved on to Sondheim with included themes of Shakespeare. The most challenging piece for me personally was ‘The Ballad Of Sweeney Todd’ by Sweeney Todd. I thoroughly enjoyed being on the bottom Alto harmony because I got to challenge my range, and I discovered that I can go lower than I thought. Now, I believe I perform better in the lower range than at the top. However, what was tricky about this was that we had to switch between the Baritone and Tenor harmony. Especially because we were a class of mostly women, we had to execute this in the best way possible. I did this by analysing some peers and looking on YouTube for techniques. I learnt a lot by watching Pavarotti perform ‘Nessun Dorma’. This taught me how to use my tongue to manipulate sound. I enjoyed ‘flocking’ in a group to represent crows, as well as using a hat and an empty jacket to reference Sweeney Todd. This allowed the audience to have a sense of Sweeney’s effect on people around him, even when he was not physically present. This helped me work in sync with everyone around me by using breathing techniques, such as breathing in heavily when Sweeney was floating around, and then breathing out when we were flocking together.

Including movement into the pieces meant that I had more to work with. Personally, for me, I found it challenging in ‘Wait’ from Sweeney Todd because we had been put into pairs by our director and used Frantic Assembly movements. I was positioned right at the front, meaning that I couldn’t watch our accompanist for cut-offs. This meant that I had to sense the energy of the room and watch my partner carefully.  I believe that this could’ve been something a bit calmer with less movement and more to focus on, I believe this could’ve helped with the queues and cut-offs as a whole, as it didn’t go as well as it could’ve during the assessment. However, in this piece, I got to play with levels of volume and access different parts of the voice using my larynx. This gave me the perfect opportunity to work on my head voice and learn how to make myself sound lighter.


I noticed how the skills that I had learnt had come to fruition in ‘Another Op’nin, Another Show’. Choreographing this meant we had our character. I believe that this was the number that went best out of all of them. I believe everyone was on time with movements as well as queues, cut-offs and harmony pitch. I read the script for this musical as it intrigued me with how relatable it is for performers.

As the BA Musical Theatre course didn’t have much to do with the Shakespeare element of the performance. We performed a song called ‘Still I will love’ by Shaina Taub. It’s been involved in an adaption of As You Like It. I read ‘As You Like It’ to gain an understanding of why this song was used in an adaptation, as well as how can I subtly include Shakespeare’s qualities into it. I learnt that this song has a big significance in this play because it’s about love, whether it’s bad or good. It’s still love. Shakespeare explains in the book ‘Love is merely a madness’ (Shakespeare. W 2015 ACT 3 SCENE 2).

After evaluating the assessment, I realise that I could work on having precise movements whilst performing. However, this term, I could learn harmonies a lot faster. Some harmonies, such as ‘Another Op’nin, Another Show’, were learnt on the same day. I believe that I learnt how to distinguish the difference between contemporary sound and legit sound by listening and being conscientious of others around me. I appreciate that there are still qualities that I need to learn, however, I can see how my skills have excelled immensely over the past six months.
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