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My first approach for the beginning of the process was for me to understand the musical in plenty of detail. I found that the show is based around an autobiographical musical written by William Finn and first shown Off-Broadway in 1998. It encourages the audience to believe that you should make the most out of life as you don’t know what is around the corner. Gordon is an aspiring composer, in New York, who faces a battle with arteriovenous malformation and “before his ordeal lifts, and he gains new insights. His near death experience encourages him to re-evaluate and better appreciate the people and relationships in his life” (Guide to Musical Theatre, 2022).

My next step was to explore my character and the purpose of their role within the musical. The Minister, which has now been changed to Sister Nurse. Something we discussed early in the process was that my character was a Nun Nurse, and something interesting I found about this was that “The term ‘nun’ is applied to women who have taken serious, solemn vows to live a simple life in a convent or monastery. Their lives are dedicated to prayer and religious study. Sisters, on the other hand, take vows which are much simpler. Also, sisters mostly focus on ‘works of mercy’ like charity, outreach, and evangelism.” (McKay, 2021)

I surprisingly knew very little about Nuns especially their roles in hospitals so decided to further my research into this aspect. I found that Nuns are a member of the religious community and completely devote their life to God. Their days consist of praying and helping the community whilst living in poverty. Nuns in New York are very similar to that of any other country but helped to build orphanages, private school systems, non-profit hospitals, and some of America’s first feminists. 

Regarding working in hospitals, the nuns built over 800 hospitals in the US and their roles require them to generally lift spirits and hold the hands of those with little time, blessing individuals and showing them the way to God. Nuns work on a volunteer basis and their work would require them to work a more pastoral role than clinical. However, some with medical training can do patient care whereas those without would do more clerical or administrative work, still unpaid. As a reflection of what I had learnt, I decided to create a background story for me to know what kind of person I am and was before my encounter with Gordon. 

I created, ‘Sister Roberts, was brought into a religious life from a young age and has now been practising for 13 years. Being brought up in a Convent High School in New York and a heavily religious family, she decided to continue to devote her life to God, spending most days helping in the gardens and library, living in the Monastery, and enjoying going out into the community to encourage others the path of religion. She has recently devoted her time to helping in the hospital, it is a much more interesting role for her, and she gets to spend time with people willing to devote their final moments to God.’

I summarised the show in my own head to ensure I knew what the production meant and my impression of it was that even though the show is based around Gordon’s anxieties and manifestations of the world around him it is also about how Gordon is oppressed by it. My character is the manifestation of his religion.

Beginning the rehearsal process, we spoke about actions and relationships that we had with Gordon. Even though I am not always speaking to Gordon or engaged with him it was important that “even if you’re simply sitting in silence - has to be for a purpose” (Merlin, 2014). I felt my main actions towards Gordon included to guide, to uplift, to unburden and to ease. I found this a useful method of beginning as it helped me to see the interactions between the nurses and doctors and how in essence my relationship would differ. I learnt that each action must be logical and specific otherwise it can distort the sense of truth. It gave me time to reflect on what type of influence I would have had on Gordon and how I could portray my character when Gordon was using his actions of ‘to ignore’ and ‘to resist’. It helped me as an actor to be truthful, engaging, and believable, as we were told our actions in the space it did not give us the opportunity to plan any fine details, instead it was spontaneous. 

This method of approach and research before the rehearsals begin has given me a detailed grounding on where I need to begin as an actor to portray my character to the best of my ability, I want the audience to understand the purpose of my role in the show as nowadays seeing Nuns in hospitals are very limited, especially in the UK.
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