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Theatre lab essay

[bookmark: _Hlk194924495]Throughout this essay I will be reflecting on both theatre laboratory performance from term one and two and exploring what I feel went well and what I need to improve on as well as discussing the preparation and rehearsals. The first theatre lab we were focussing on pop rock and golden age musicals doing songs from Oklahoma and Barnum and for the second theatre lab we focussed on two composers: Stephen Sondheim and Pasek and Paul doings songs from Sweeney Todd and The Greatest Showman. 

The first theatre lab rehearsals started quite soon after we started university, so we hadn’t had much training in harmony pick up just yet, I struggled with retaining the harmonies learnt when we added the staging and choreography as I hadn’t done this very much before. Singing in harmony is important for ensemble performances as it adds depth to the music and turns the song into something dynamic and emotionally resonant (‘What’s a harmony’, 2024), knowing this pushed me to drill the harmonies and get them perfected whilst staging was being added. My lecturer gave some helpful tips for learning our harmonies, he said that drilling your own line and being secure with what you are singing independently will overall help when adding the other harmony lines in and you can then focus on blending the voices together after. Using this to focus purely on my harmony line did help when we sang altogether as I was confident in what I was doing. One thing I feel I achieved well during this lab was learning the words to the songs, song of the songs we did I already knew the words to but most of the golden age songs I didn’t know. I believe not knowing the songs or words already helped greatly with my harmony pick up as there wasn’t already a melody in my head for the song that could confuse me, learning the lyrics quickly also helped me have more time to focus on adding characterization into the song and focus on why the lyrics were being said. The lyrics of a song in musical theatre “communicates to the audience information about the storyline and cast of characters” (Robinson, 2017) so it is important for performers to have a clear understanding of the meaning of the lyrics in order to create a memorable and clear performance. Another thing I feel I did well throughout this theatre lab was creating a clear difference in the vocal styles needed for each song, pop rock musicals and golden age musicals are vastly different in their vocal styles with pop rock being contemporary and embracing vocal distortions like growls and golden age being bright and speech based. At first it was difficult to make the quick switch from each style but after the rehearsal process it became easier; I struggled with the golden age sound more as I haven’t sung many songs with that vocal style, the sound of legit singing is similar to that heard in classical singing. In this style of singing “the words become more important than having a beautiful sound” (Pauley, 2022) therefore even though I needed to focus on having round, open vowels and using my vibrato the main point of focus will be the lyrics. With some practice, this helped me differentiate the two styles and give me a clearer understanding of what was needed for the performance. 

The second theatre lab performance was focussed on two different composers rather than two different styles of musicals. These composers have a clear difference between them, Stephen Sondheim is known for his complex and intricate music and lyrics with his most well-known musical being Sweeney Todd, whereas Pasek and Paul have a more contemporary/pop sound to them with their most famous musical being The Greatest Showman. Throughout the rehearsal process I feel there are many things I did well and many things I could’ve improved on, I feel I have improved greatly in my harmony pickup especially when adding it into staging and choreography. As previously stated, in the first theatre lab this is the thing I struggled with the most however during this rehearsal process I can see a clear improvement in my pickup. We got given songs a lot closer to our show date and I managed to focus and learn the harmonies in time with little struggle, when adding the staging I was already set with my harmonies so it didn’t impact the singing as much as the last performance. During this rehearsal process I feel that I could’ve improved on my characterization in the songs, even though the songs we did have their own story we changed it around so they would all be concise with each other. The best way to understand a character is to pick “one or two critical circumstances or attributes that provide the key to your character” (Dal Vera and Deer, 2015, p. 129) if I used this technique for my characters in this show I feel I would’ve had a clearer understanding of why I’m singing the certain songs and I could’ve given a more enhanced performance. Another thing I feel I did well was I got the timing of “The Ballad of Sweeny Todd” quite early on, this song is tricky in certain parts with the timing as the cut offs need to be sharp and perfectly in time. When learning this song my lecturer gave us the counts between the phrases so we could drill it at home and make sure we have the timing down, timing is incredibly important when doing ensemble numbers as it “allows performers to command attention and evoke emotion in their audience” (Hosking, 2025). Another one of Sondheim’s signature techniques is to incorporate overlapping melodies and multiple time signatures into his music which are both included in “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”. The overlapping dissonant melodies was the part I struggled the most as certain harmony lines would clash however using the cast recording and trying to focus on my part helped me to perfect the timing for my harmony line, also using time outside of classes to rehearse with my classmates made sure we were confident singing our own harmony lines with others around us so it wasn’t as much of a shock when we came to doing it in lessons.

Both performances went well overall, and I was proud of what I achieved throughout however certain things didn’t go as well as they had done in previous rehearsals, the main factor that I think affected the performance was my nerves. As much as I was confident in knowing what to do there will always be some nerves when performing in front of an audience and I know I need to work on controlling my nerves, so they don’t affect a performance. I have researched some tips into dealing with nerves before a performance and I have found that understanding why you get nervous and then using it to your advantage is the best way to overcome them, if you accept the nerves you’re feeling and simply let the be it will immediately reduce the impact and severity of the nerves you feel (Straw, 2023). I will use this technique the next time I need to perform in front of an audience to see if it helps me gain control and confidence in myself when performing. The first theatre lab performance, I was a lot weaker in the harmony knowledge compared to where I am now even though we had more time to learn them. I didn’t put enough time outside of classes to go over the harmonies during the first lab, so I wasn’t as confident when it came to the performance, I made sure to change this when it came to the second lab rehearsals and putting in the extra time helped me with my overall performance as I was confident in what I was expected to do. 

In conclusion, I can see a clear improvement in my ensemble singing work throughout these two performances. My harmony pickup has greatly improved, and I have gained more confidence when singing different styles, I will take all the skills I have learnt throughout this time and use them in future performance and assessment preparation to give myself a solid foundation of work before show weeks starts. I believe this module has helped me gain experience of what it will be like when rehearsing for a professional show, with needing to learn songs over a short time and blending your voice with an ensemble to create a beautiful sound for the audience and I believe this has all helped me with my training and preparation for a future career in musical theatre. 
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