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Throughout the process of Assassins by Stephen Sondheim and John Weidman, I developed my own acting process by exploring practitioners such as Jacques Lecoq and learning new techniques such as major and minor acting and Stanislavski’s circles of attention. It was interesting to explore my track as the executioner, working on comedic timing and major acting as Gerald Ford and developing my teamwork, singing and dance skills whilst being a member of the ensemble. 

Week 1 (29th May - 2nd June)

Our first lesson for Assassins began with a discussion about the concept and ideas of the production. It was discussed that it would centre around an American high school and issues with gun law on top of the original stories of people who attempted assassinations on US presidents. Therefore, I began my research with looking into the effect of US gun law. The Second Amendment ‘guarantees a right of the people to keep and bear arms’ (U.S. Const. amend. II) and as a result, there is a risk of mass shootings due to the availability of weapons. Although the legal age to buy handguns in the US is 21, in May 2023, a loaded handgun was found in a third-grade student’s bag (How America’s fatal gun attraction turned schools into war zones, 2023). This news article also states that in 2023, there have been ‘210 mass shootings nationwide’.  

Before rehearsals began, we submitted self-tapes as our initial audition and on the first day we re-auditioned with our chosen material whilst attempting different accents. Through this experience, I learnt more audition technique such as how to quickly respond and input feedback and was able to implement my previous knowledge from modules such as Audition Technique and Creative Industries. I, also, got called back to read for Lee Harvey Oswald so I learnt how to approach a cold read. I found that I was comfortable in this part of the audition as I was able to experiment and make discoveries in the room due to not having seen the script previously and I believe this is an important quality to have in an audition (Screen Acting: A Cognitive Approach, 2022). I was given the roles of Gerald Ford and Bartender. We did a standing read-through which I found helped to throw myself into a role and give initial ideas in the space, similarly to the audition. 

We started to learn Another National Anthem with our musical director Barnaby, and we discussed the American dream and the complicated rhythms of Sondheim’s music. The American Dream is an ethos many American people live by and it ensures liberty and equality for all promotes prosperity and success for every individual. But many people argue that the American Dream is corrupt due to everyone having vastly different opportunities and for some this dream and idea of happiness for all is ’an increasingly elusive dream’ (Happiness for All? Unequal Hopes and Lives in Pursuit of the American Dream, 2017). This research into the corruption of the idea of the American Dream allowed me to immerse myself further into the feeling of this song and the suggested sarcasm of it. To further my understanding of this song, I created a mood board to help create images of the American Dream and firearm use. Stanislavski’s idea of using images and pictures is a skill that I use in my own acting process and is helpful to me, so I carried this from working on previous productions such as Rent and Angels in America by finding images that I can mentally refer to and give me the psychological pathway of my ensemble character (Different Every Night, 2007). (See below)
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Week 2 (5th - 9th June)

Similarly, to Another National Anthem, we learnt Something Just Broke, a song about the public response to the death of John F Kennedy and other presidents. Learning Sondheim’s music has been a challenge for me because the melodies often ‘swerve around those our ears are trained to expect’ (The Special Panic of Singing Sondheim, 2021) and the rhythms are complex. I found that throughout the process, learning music became easier and my ability to comprehend sheet music and my musicality improved and I learned about working with counter-melodies.

This week we learnt about major and minor acting. Minor acting is important in our production of Assassins as we are always on stage, often observing a scene or being part of the ensemble as bystanders or students. Originally, I was using major acting as the Bartender and as Gerald Ford due to being significant in a scene; Gerald Ford is a comedic character and therefore my intention was to play the character big and almost over-the-top. Although throughout the process the bartender lines were removed, I carried the characterisation created through major acting into the bar scene but made it minor. Through learning this technique, I was able to become a stronger ensemble member by giving and taking focus from other characters throughout the show. It is an important skill to have the capacity to support the main actor in a particular scene and then transform into a main character yourself in another scene (Minor to major and back again: The Physical Ensemble, 2022). 

Furthermore, our director James introduced us to Jacques Lecoq’s seven levels of tension and how we can show these with our full body or with only our eyes. This lesson helped me to develop my acting skills by trying new ways to show emotions and I learnt the importance and power of acting using your eyes. 

We began choreography with our Choreographer Elan and started with How I Saved Roosevelt. This song displays the publics opinions and response to Zangara’s attempted assassination of Roosevelt and is an exciting, over-the-top number. Giuseppe Zangara claimed his motive was his hatred of capitalism and his depression and seemingly, his stomach pain (The Hinge of fate: The Attempted Assassination of FDR in Miami, 2019). His hatred for capitalism and his depression links to the corrupt American Dream and therefore, as a member of the ensemble I decided to act overly happy about his execution (which was enhanced by pom-poms and American flags), as if I believed fully in the American Ethos.


Week 3 (12th-16th June)

Within the role of the executioner and a student, I ended the show by shooting the teacher. To investigate potential intentions and emotions of this character, I looked at real cases of shootings by students in their own school such as the 2022 University of Virginia shooting where three members of the football team we shot by a student and the Cape Fear High School Shooting in 2011. This enabled me to recognise the importance of the issue of gun violence and especially the impact the gun law and gun availability has on teenagers. I think the intentions of my character could’ve been anything, but I think most importantly it was caused by the openness of firearm usage in the play as well as depression and lack of hope for the country perhaps influenced by Zangara or Booth. 

This week I worked on my character of Gerald Ford. We blocked the scene which is on a platform so learning about sight lights was useful to know how to be seen and which angle to direct my lines in. Gerald Ford was the 38th President of the US and was the first president to be appointed, not elected. He was Republican and during his presidency his administration attempted to cope with the inflation (from Nixon’s administration) which resulted in a ‘severe recession’ and although he lowered inflation, ‘unemployment rate rose to almost 9%’ (Britannica: Gerald Ford, 2023). I learnt that Ford was known for being trustworthy, honest and friendly so therefore, I used this information in my characterisation and his obliviousness to Fromme and Moore’s plan in the scene. Ford survived two assassination attempts and It is suggested that Sara Jane Moore attempted to shoot him due to problems with mental health but has later said she felt America needed a change and ‘shooting would provide the spark for revolution’ (Why she tried to kill the president, 2015). Whilst researching this I learnt that the US secret service have to protect the president so in the Ballad of Czolgosz, I act as a ‘bodyguard’ and run to protect McKinley when a bullet is fired and, in this scene, Tegan played the ‘bodyguard’ of Ford. This research allowed me to create the intentions of each character. 

Also, this week we continued working on the opening and closing. A challenge I faced this week was entrances in singing as in Everybody’s Got The Right, our entrances are often quickly after the feed line. To overcome this, I listened to the previous lines and further familiarised myself with the entrance. 

We went to the Gate theatre to see the space and observe sightlines and interesting areas that we can use such as the stalls as we are in traverse. Similarly, to blocking my scene as Gerald Ford, I struggled with working out sightlines and suggested that in Something Just Broke, I should sit in the stalls instead of by the audience to enable easier viewing. I learnt that it was most effective to be side-on to the audience so both sides can see half of me. 

Week 4 (19th-23rd June)

This week consisted of many runs of the show which I found helpful to familiarise myself in the order of the scenes and ensure I am organised with props and any slight costume changes (such as a tie and sunglasses for Ford). It was also important this week that I was prepared and well-rested as my attitude and focus is crucial to a positive and productive week of rehearsal (An Actor Prepares, 2017). 

I worked with Elan to create a waltz-style dance for the Ballad of Guiteau as the Executioner. An important skill I’ve learnt in this process, particularly in this number, is dancing with props (such as a noose and pom poms) by controlling them and using them as a focus point. I was given the note to look like I was in love with the noose and personify it, as if I was dancing with someone; I felt I implemented this effectively. The opening number also, changed to become more of a fosse style. A note we were given was to make it over-the-top happy almost too much and creepy. Changing this number helped me to learn to pick up choreography quicker and give me the skills to be adaptable in a rehearsal space. 

Another note we had from the run throughs was to keep alive in the pre-show and bar using the minor acting techniques. I found this challenging after a few run throughs but making a conscious effort to listen to everyone’s lines as if I was being spoken to helped me to come alive and be present in the scenes. I have, also, learnt to become more receptive to feedback and should be open to as much as possible (Acting in Musical Theatre, 2016). 

Tech Week (26th-30th June)

For our final week is at the Gate Arts Theatre. We began with microphone checks and staging. We organised the blocking to check sight lines and practised standing on the tables and moving them safely. A note we were given is that the space demanded more clarity, so we had to ensure we used a lot more diction whilst singing, especially. I, also, practised the ending and the timing of the gun shot. 

I finalised my process this week by looking back at my character research and setting intentions. I have found throughout my training that many of Stanislavski’s techniques work best for me, so I revisited my mood board and my preparation. (Stanislavski in Practice: Exercises for Students, 2018) I also made sure to walk through my track before each show to ensure I was leaving and entering on the correct sides and that my props were set and organised. 

Reflection

On reflection, I felt that the performances went well and across the entire process I became increasingly immersed within the show and my intentions and feelings for each differing number were strong. I think I was focused and confident in my ensemble role and I benefitted from learning about major and minor acting. I developed my singing skills particularly throughout the production due to my challenges with learning Sondheim’s music and have become confident in these skills. I have found more techniques such as Lecoq’s levels on tensions that I will implement into my own process as an actor. I could’ve pushed myself even further with the comedy of Gerald Ford and experiment with characters even towards the end of a process. I think How I Saved Roosevelt and Ballad of Guiteau were strong numbers for dance for me as I believe I embraced the role of an executioner well and was able to adapt to the style and feeling of each number effectively in the performances.

Throughout the entire process, my confidence and commitment as a performer has improved and I have become more adaptable, and my overall stage presence has become stronger. 
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