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Over the past 5 weeks we have been working on the production Assassins by Stephen Sondheim. “In this darkly humorous musical revue, Stephen Sondheim (music and lyrics) and John Weidman (book) depict nine misfit men and women who set out to assassinate American Presidents. Though only some were successful, all left their mark on American history.” StageAgent (2020).

My initial impression of the show was that I was very confused, as the concept was quite ‘out there’ as it was the assassins all meeting in the same point in time and having interactions that obviously would never have happened. Personally, I don’t know a lot of history in regard to the US and I felt that this would impact my ability to work on this piece quite a bit as I don’t typically find pieces with these themes easy to connect with as they are based on real people and I tend to focus on making the characterisation as true to the person as I can. 

An expectation I had when we started on the show was that it was going to be quite the challenge for me to learn a full Sondheim musical as I am quite adapted to more contemporary musical theatre and in turn the timings are commonly in a 4/4-time signature such as our previous production ‘Rent’, whereas typically in Sondheim’s music and especially in this piece it will either continually change during a song or would be in a ¾ time signature.

One concern I had for this piece was the fact that there was a lot more dialogue in this piece compared to our previous production which was sung almost the whole way through. I was concerned about this as I find myself to have a lot more doubt in my acting and characterisation when it is full spoken scenes rather than acting through song, which I aimed to work on throughout this whole process.

I was cast as the role of Sara Jane Moore. To start the process, I decided to research into the actual show but also Sara Jane to expand my knowledge and understanding of why she tried to assassinate Gerald Ford. During the research phase of my development there were a lot of interesting things about Sara Jane including the fact that she is still alive to this day at the age of 93. One of the points that I found interesting was “her aim was true, and the only reason she didn’t succeed in hitting Ford was because of a misaligned site on a gun she purchased”. Spieler, Geri (2019) 

Throughout this process I realised quite quickly why she was written the way she was and was the comedic character of the piece. Because of her real-life story, there was a “silly” mistake that she made while trying to assassinate Gerald Ford such as the sight on her gun not being aligned but she was known for having a good shot on a gun. In the piece Assassins, there is a heavy play on this in the way that Sara Jane is portrayed as a clumsy character with the repeated accidental shots from the gun and the line “shit!” after every gun shot which completely contradicts the fact that she was an FBI informant and has a “good shot”. 

Sara Jane as a character is very interesting as she is almost the embodiment of desperation, she is seeking attention and wants to be recognised for a culturally significant act and that is what drives her to attempt to assassinate Gerald Ford. Her character is quite a big reminder throughout the musical of the darker aspects of ‘The American Dream’ and the lengths in individuals would go to try and make their mark on history no matter how extreme their action may be.

Throughout the rehearsal process I learnt a lot about myself as an actor but also as an individual. The first being that I can adapt well to the different characters that I am cast as, by this I mean compared to Rent where I was Angel, in the musical she represented resilience and brought hope and love to everyone around her and her journey throughout that musical was a journey of personal growth and the power of community. In Assassins, Sara Jane Moore goes on a completely different Journey where her journey focusses on her gradually descending into madness over the course of the musical and is driven by her delusions that she could make a change through a violent act. 

Another technique I learnt and used over the course of this rehearsal process was the 7 stages of tension, however it was a different variation of the technique. We partook in a session with James where we explored the different stages and how there are more sub-sections under each bracket of the stages. For example, the ones I had not heard of before was “Good Mary” and “Evil Mary” they both come under the same category however they have very different meanings as stated, ‘Good Mary’ is as though you have just seen an angel and you are drawn to them however ‘Evil Mary’ is when you are drawn to someone but because for example you want to hurt them. This exercise while also changing the way we think about the stages of tension also forces us to think about intention behind the tension not just what part of your body to engage. 

Throughout this process there were also many skills that I had gained from our previous musical and working with that director to fully understand the characters development throughout the musical and what their intentions are behind a certain line of stage direction. For example: objectives, units, and connection. One technique I carried over that has really helped me throughout this process would have to be the objectives, it has helped me to find the underlying meaning of my character’s intentions behind certain scenes. It has also shown me how to differentiate the different emotions and intentions they have and making them as clear as possible when performing the scenes. Another useful technique for me personally is the Meisner technique of repetition, although I didn’t use it with another person to gain connection to them, I used it to really connect with myself and my character throughout the process. It focuses on creating truthful and organic responses to material.

At the start of this process, I was quite worried about my acting ability throughout the musical and how it would translate to the audience. I found that while we went through this process right up until the final performance, I managed to get out of the mindset that it might not translate and my concerns and used that as my leverage to have even more fun with the character. I continually tried new things during the process to find something that worked for me and my idea of the character while also sticking to the given circumstances of the text and I could feel my confidence in my acting choices as a whole grow tremendously throughout the process.

During the process one of the biggest things that I found was the blocking was a combination of self-blocking and blocking from the director. I found that this was a very big jump from our previous production of Rent where we were given our blocking and we stuck to it. To gain more of an insight into self-blocking as a practise, I referred to the Mike Alfred’s book, Different Every Night: “This method is probably more productive if you’re working on a very heightened piece, such as a melodrama or a farce, because it will force the actors to shift rapidly from one extreme state to another, without any logical, psychological ‘softening’.” (Alfreds, 2007, Pg 163)

Based on collaboration, I also found that when we were choreographing movement into the show it was also a very collaborative experience which I found was very nice for myself especially as I take an interest in dance and movement but also how the process works for choreographers when they choreograph a musical.

A very important lesson I learnt from putting on a performance of a Stephen Sondheim musical is the intention he has behind the music. He is very particular in the way that he writes his music to convey a message through the lyrics but also the melodies themselves. the song I learnt this the most in was Gun Song, this because the actual meaning behind the song are the individuals talking about how shooting someone can change the world for the better. Later in the song there is an angelic sounding harmony where they are all conveying this message, but it was done for a purpose in order to glorify the use of guns because the characters feel that way. However, looking at the bigger picture of the song it is a very dark and twisted song that presents itself in a light where it is seen to be a light-hearted song once all the individuals are involved.

One of the biggest learning factors throughout this process for myself was learning this type of music. Sondheim is known for his intricate song work while also the unique phrasing and timing of each song. One specific moment of this would have to be Gun song, the timing of Moore’s section in this song was a very big task for myself as there were certain strikes of chords from the piano that would signify it was the beginning of the next phrase however as I am so accustomed to modern theatre I tended to land the last lyric of the phrase onto the beginning of the next section. 

Learning the harmonies for this show was quite difficult as a lot of the harmonies are written to purposely clash to make the atmosphere and audience uncomfortable. One song would have to be the opening number, ‘Everybody’s got the right’. The harmonies in this song were made to clash for each vocal part of the ensemble, making the presentation of the song very eerie and to back this eeriness of the number we also used a state of tension that we had previously learnt to make ourselves look so happy.

One key point that I will take away from this experience as a whole is to constantly be adaptable, it is one of the  skills that is absolutely necessary for a process such as this one as there are always things that can throw off the process and your attitude towards it such as music not being available for a sitzprobe or costume not being sorted until the day before the show. I feel that because of these issues arising, it has shown me the importance of resilience and adaptability and that it is an integral part of this career, and I will forever hold this skill as close as possible.

In conclusion, I have learnt many valuable lessons that have enabled me to grow as a performer. Not just with this musical but also our previous musical I have carried many techniques, skills, and traits with myself as a performer and an individual. One of the biggest things I have learnt is the importance of teamwork and a safe environment to trail new things and to support each other, it is one of the key factors to work effectively as a company and to join with other individuals and carrying that through the process with them. I have also learnt how the different messages and stories of musicals can actually affect you as an individual, I will forever carry the themes and information gained from each production with me moving forward.
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