Reflective Essay on Miracle and Fugitives

In this essay, I will be comparing the similarities and differences between our two productions we have performed so far this year and exploring what I have learnt from each. Our December show, Miracle, was in the style of a musical revue and our February show, Fugitives, was a song cycle. A revue is a genre of musical theatre that incorporates singing, dancing, music, and sketches. The different pieces in the revue are usually connected by a common theme. Although a revue does sometimes have a storyline, it is normally weak and placed in secondary importance to the content of the individual pieces within the production. Revues are often formed by asking the performers to contribute to the show using their own interpretation of that theme (Different Types of Musical, 2024). A musical song cycle is different from a revue because it does not involve any acting scenes or sketches. A song cycle is a collection of songs that are intended to be performed together but without the integration of a traditional plot. The songs are normally linked together by a theme (Musical Theatre Song Cycles, 2024). I will be remarking on how the productions were created, the directors’ approaches, the choreography, the music, the format of the show and any difficulties I had along the way.
A clear difference between Miracle and Fugitives was the source material. For Miracle we had to create the show from scratch, finding monologues and songs ourselves. This taught us to be independent and to be selective in what we found, ensuring that the pieces fitted both the themes of the production and us as performers. It was important to have a variety of different monologues and songs, with humour and heartache, group and solo, to give a fully rounded portrayal of the themes of Miracle. This made me consider deeply what the word “miracle” meant to me, encouraging me to utilise my skills of analysing text. For others it meant “surprise”, “wonder” or “mystery” but for me I found that “revelation” spoke to me the most. This helped me in selecting a monologue and the one I eventually chose was about a girl finally having the courage to announce how she really feels, a revelation both to herself and to the others it concerned. As the show was in a style of musical revue, there was not a clear storyline running through it and each character had their own unique journey, which we had to discover for ourselves:
“One of the most important features of musical theatre is that characters also sing and dance away from the stage – expressing emotion, narrating events, discussing, debating and deliberating life’s enigmas. Like those deliberations, musical theatre questions and explores the dynamics of our lives – and it does this in song and dance, excessive expressive gestures of the body and voice that excite, stimulate and beguile us” (Taylor and Symonds, 2017, p.2)
Since Fugitives is a preexisting song cycle, we did not have the same creation process as Miracle. After we auditioned for our songs, it was our responsibility to come to rehearsals prepared having listened to the soundtrack in our own time. This enhanced our organisational skills. Fugitives was written by Chris Miller and Nathan Tysen and featured 19 songs performed by a cast of three men and three women. The song cycle was originally produced by Dreamlight Theatre Company in New York City. It opened on 9th March 2008 at the 45th Street Theatre in New York, directed by Joe Calarco with musical direction by Justin Mendoza (Fugitive Songs, n.d.).
Our original director for Miracle was Elen Bowman but, after she had to sadly step down from the post, Luke Hereford took over. This taught us to be adaptable since we only had a couple of weeks to work with Luke on the show before the performances. What was vital to us was maintaining Elen’s individual stamp on the production, since she had worked so hard on it with us, but also being open to all of Luke’s fresh ideas. It was exciting for us to have a new take on the show. Luke did a remarkable job of getting the production nearly completely on its feet in only a couple of weeks, whilst still giving us the freedom to experiment ourselves. Luke ensured that rehearsals were always a fun and light-hearted space, even with the stress of putting a show together quickly.
Matthew Holmquist was our director for Fugitives, and he focused on each of our individual characters in such depth. Once we were given our songs, we could analyse the lyrics in detail deciphering as much as we could about our character’s backstory. This greatly improved my analysis skills and using my imagination to create a complete timeline for my character. This was extremely useful for my growth as an actor, since “a well-developed imagination is your key to artistic freedom: it enables you to make physical adaptions to whatever given circumstances arise, it helps you to find psychological justifications for any directions you’re given, and it’s a muscle that can be exercised. Indeed, it should be exercised” (Merlin, 2014, p.124). He asked us to write about our character’s memories, when they felt happy, when they felt sad, what was significant in their life and how they came to be at the bar where the show was set. I learnt to think about my character with such detail that I felt completely secure in how my character would perform the songs. Creating a character’s past is an effective technique:
“In order to create a pretext for their characters behaviour and relationships, and because authors don’t put everything in the script, most actors create a backstory for their role. A well-constructed backstory can answer questions about the circumstances of the characters before we meet them, their personal interconnections and motivations” (Deer and Dal Vera, 2021, p.93)
Matt also asked us to walk about the space as our character, noticing the world around us and seeing how we would react to other people and different scenarios. Here I could apply the skills I had learnt in my Meisner lessons by observing attentively what the other actors were doing and reacting to them in a truthful way. This is a technique called group etudes:
“Later in rehearsal, when you feel that the characters have become more securely rooted, you can set up improvisations in which, preferably, they are not required to talk… The actors will find lots of ways to reveal aspects of character and relationships. And they’ll have active time to broaden their thoughts about each other outside the form of the play itself. Even without conversation, they can pursue objectives and play actions in the way that relate physically and spatially to one another” (Alfreds, 2007, p.225)
He encouraged us to use gestures to sum up our characters and to physicalise their emotions. Here I could employ what I had learnt from the pscyho-physicality of Stanislavsky’s approach to acting, where the mind and the body are totally linked. The gestures technique was invented by Michael Chekhov:
“The purpose is to find the total physical gesture incorporating the whole body that expresses the super objective of the character. It must stem from a natural, human impulse to move, not an intellectually conceived physical contrivance with little connection to recognisable behaviour. But it is heightened. It is totally committed. It has intensity and although it’s real and natural, it doesn’t remain in everyday actuality but is closer to the sorts of gestures that our bodies make at peaks of extreme emotions or situations” (Alfreds, 2007, p.238)
Matt gave us the opportunity to create our own costumes with the Designer, Eve Wilson, to reflect our characters. This helped me even more to understand my character fully. By the end of the rehearsal process I really felt like the character was a part of me due to my detailed exploration of her, which is something I will take with me to future productions.
There were more complications with Miracle in regards to the choreography. Tori Johns was initially our choreographer, but she also had to unfortunately step down from the creative team. Our director, Luke Hereford, contributed to the choreography, as did Tom Bytheway and Nico James. It was exciting to have so many different choreographers working on the piece with us, each with a unique style and perspective. This show stretched my versatility as a dancer, with the “chairography” of Therapy, the high energy jazz of A Wild, Wild Party, and the graceful lyricism of Someone in the Crowd. 
The choreography of Fugitives was completely student led and was a collaboration between myself, Zak Sutcliffe, Nico James and Tomos Jones. Immediately the opening number, Reasons to Run, stood out to me. It was crucial for me to create choreography that told a story and reflected our characters. I wanted to ensure that there was meaning behind the movements, since “whether working on an established musical or a new work, having a sense of how dance incorporates into the storytelling gives a choreographer context for how dance can best be utilised” (Abate, 2022, p.5). The motif of reaching out inspired me as everyone in this show was running away from something towards a better future. I wanted to use the chairs effectively and begin the number with everyone gradually standing up and joining together. As we became more confident as the song progressed, some would even have the impulse to stand on their chairs. There is a moment in the middle of the number where we place our hands on each other’s shoulders to show our unity. From there we circle round with our bodies in slow motion to represent the steering wheel of a car going round. We then walk in slow motion in unison one step at a time to portray how we are all travelling on this road together. I also choreographed I Could Go Back, which was towards the end of the song cycle. I positioned everyone at the beginning of the number at the very edges of the room leaving Evie feeling as isolated as possible. Once Tom and Zak have started supporting her, the entire company rushes in to give her the encouragement she needs, dancing in a circle around her. I choregraphed this section in a contemporary dance style to give the feeling of freedom and emotion. We finish the dance turning into the circle to face Evie and then walk back into the audience, carrying both Evie’s and our own stories with us. This stretched me as choreographer to come up with simple choreography which everyone could feel comfortable performing and utilised the staging but that also looked effective and reflected the themes of the show.
Miracle contained songs from all different kinds of musicals and genres with solos, duets, and group numbers. I was given two duets to perform in the show – Therapy and Falling Slowly. Therapy helped me to increase my proficiency at performing complicated choreography while singing and Falling Slowly enhanced my ability to play piano and sing at the same time. I had to put in extra rehearsal time independently to ensure I knew both the piano part and the vocal part securely and from memory so I could perform it with confidence. I was very grateful to be given the chance to practise my skills as an actor-musician. Having a live band elevated the music to a new level and it is a wonderful opportunity to work with such talented musicians. Therapy and Falling Slowly were two very contrasting songs with such different emotions that it improved my versatility as a performer and helped me to create a throughline for my character:
“Every piece of music you sing or listen to affects you and your audience emotionally. This is one of the aspects of music that is hardest to talk about because this type of response is on an intuitive, gut level, not on an intellectual one. But it’s clearly present in all music. The emotional quality of the music is probably the most important and basic piece of information you can sensitise yourself to because it expresses the experience of the character that sings it. It is your barometer of his emotional experience. As the emotional quality of a song changes so does the mood of the character” (Deer and Dal Vera, 2021, p.52)
Our band for Fugitives was very similar to the one for Miracle, with a keyboard, percussion, and guitar. The guitar added to the acoustic, folk sound of the music, and it increased our skills as musicians working with a live band. Fugitives was full of clashing harmonies and intricacies which enhanced our musical ear, sightreading and ability to maintain a vocal line. Since the original production was for three female singers and there were five of us, I had to be on a harmony line by myself whereas the other four could work in pairs. This taught me to not rely on others, sing confidently at all times and to make sure I knew my part well enough to hold my own while others are singing harmonies dissonant to mine. 
For Miracle the stage was set with the audience on either side of us, so it was important for us as performers to remember to include both sections in order to be engaging storytellers. The show was set in a pub at Christmas time, and we had an improvised preshow to create that atmosphere for the audience. The production was originally meant to take place at the Norwegian Church Arts Centre, but we had to change venue due to scheduling conflicts. We instead performed the show in the Studio Theatre at WAVDA which meant we had to work even harder transforming the space into a pub at Christmas, since we no longer had the Christmas tree or the tables and chairs for the audience to be seated at. 
In contrast to this, for Fugitives we were sitting in amongst the audience, so we had to be acting at all times. We created an American bar and karaoke night feel for this production, and we were conscious to involve the audience in the story, as if they were at this bar too. Between the songs we had improvised moments of small talk with our fellow actors and with the audience and this improved our accent work, since we had to always be speaking in an American accent. We performed the show at the Chapter Arts Centre and Eve transformed the space into an American bar with neon lit signs, tables and chairs, alcohol bottles and even a beer spray to give it an authentic smell. Eve’s incredibly detailed set helped me to understand my character and the world of the show better, since “design elements not only entertain and support the story, but also help us to know something more about the characters” (Deer and Dal Vera, 2021, p.106). It was a wonderful opportunity to perform in a theatre away from WAVDA and it also prepared us for going into the industry. For both Miracle and Fugitives, I never left the stage, so this pushed me as an actor to always remain performing even when I think no one is looking at me. 
The main difficulties I experienced during Miracle were the changes in production team, which meant the rehearsal process got behind and we had to put it all together in a very short space of time. It also meant we had changing perspectives on the show and what it should be portraying. It was challenging to start from scratch and find a variety of material that we believed would work well together to depict the themes. It was a struggle for me in Miracle not having a specific character to play, but I learnt a lot from having to find a throughline for my character myself. I also was suffering from a cold the day of the performances so that taught me to be resilient as a performer and to still give my all even when I was not feeling my best. It taught me to be disciplined with myself, since “there’s another connotation to discipline, aside from carrying out your job professionally. It concerns your ability to discern between your own personal baggage and your creative raw material: i.e. discipline is your ability to disregard everything of a personal nature” (Merlin, 2014, p.26). In contrast to this, during Fugitives, the major difficulty I faced was having to cover for Liv last minute. Learning a song with complicated harmonies and choreography very close to opening night enhanced my abilities to adapt and pick up a song last minute. It also gave me practice for being a swing.
Although there were difficulties with both productions, they were such enjoyable experiences, and I learnt a lot from the challenges I encountered. In particular, I relished how both these shows were ensemble pieces, so everyone was featured and got their chance to shine. There was such a supportive atmosphere present during both productions, and I found that one of our great strengths as a group is being a united company on stage. This taught us the values of teamwork and collaborating effectively as an ensemble, which is so important in Musical Theatre. For both shows, we were telling the story of ordinary people and hopefully some sentiments or characters were relatable for the audience: “those worlds have relationships with the real world, and like all art, the reflection of the real world that is revealed…can teach us a great deal about our relationships, our attitudes and our ideologies in real life” (Taylor and Symonds, 2017, p.2).
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