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Theatre Laboratory Essay
[bookmark: x__Int_pvt3aPLS]Over this module, I attended weekly two-hour long sessions lead by David Harrington. In these sessions, we learned different ensemble songs, progressed our harmonic skills and advanced our vocal blend as a group. Additionally, we developed ‘vocal coloring’ with a range of vocal qualities and techniques. Furthermore, we exercised our ability to learn vocal parts independently, from a piano note bash, to become closer to an industry standard. Moreover, we explored a range of musical styles, researching a myriad of composers and librettists. Then, we applied our discoveries to a final performance. My goals for this module were to improve my sight-reading skills when approaching sheet music and to better my ability to achieve a balanced vocal blend within ensemble work. 
Our first lab was pop rock and golden age themed. I was in the following numbers: ‘Oklahoma’ from the 1943 musical Oklahoma written by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein, ‘Make Them Hear You’ from the 1996 musical Ragtime written by Stephen Flaherty and Lynn Ahrens, ‘One Brick At A Time’ from the 1980 musical Barnum written by Cy Coleman and Michael Stewart, ‘Holiday’ from the 2009 Jukebox musical American Idiot written by Green Day and Billie Joe Armstrong, and ‘You Don’t Own Me’ from the 1963 album Lesley Gore Sings of the Mix-up Hearts written by John Madara and Dave White. For ‘Oklahoma’ and ‘Make Them Hear You’, I was on the Soprano 2 harmony line and then for ‘One brick at a time’, ‘Holiday’ and ‘You Don't Own Me’ I was on the Alto harmony line.
During rehearsals, we were expected to learn our harmony line for each song independently using a piano note bash and the sheet music for the song. I have experience with this so was content with this process. However, I missed details outlined in the sheet music as I wasn’t familiar with the symbols. We then came together and combined the vocal parts adding any missed detailing and then coloring to the song. I found majority of the songs easy to sing alongside other vocal parts due to the straightforward harmonies within them. However, I struggled when it came to singing ‘Oklahoma’ with the other vocal lines due to the presence of complex five-part harmonies and the fact that my harmony line was pitched between others making it harder to find within the chord. An additional challenge about this song were the higher notes in it, as they were at the upper end of my range. Consequently, I found myself reaching for these notes in an unhealthy way which was causing vocal strain. 
To combat this, I conducted extra personal rehearsal. I sung along to the recordings of the other vocal parts, helping me improve my focusing skills to concentrate and distinguish my harmony. I also investigated why I might have been constricting when reaching for higher notes and how to resolve this. Tara McAllister Veil (2018) suggests that this may be due to tension that I am holding in my body that is then constricting my voice. However, Welch, Howard and Nix (2014, p. 75) suggest that this may be due to over adduction in my higher register stating, “Singers have a tendency to increase adduction on the higher end of their vocal range, leading to a strained vocal quality”. To help me discover my issue, I sung ascending scales whilst observing my body and face in a mirror. I noticed as I sung higher my jaw was holding tension as well as my tongue. This was then causing neck rigidity furthermore, restricting my larynx mobility. I then investigated how I could fix this. Gillyanne Kayes (2013) suggested a siren exercise, where you slide through all the notes in your vocal range on an ‘NG’ sound with a whining quality. You then make a chewing motion with your mouth whilst making the sound to release jaw tension. Kayes (2013) also recommended walking around the room whilst doing this, ensuring to actively drop the shoulders and lengthen the neck to help reduce any unnecessary tension. I then completed this exercise regularly and added it to my warmup. Completing these exercises and the extra personal harmony rehearsal meant I was more confident with this song. 
During our First Lab Week, we recapped the vocal colouring for the songs and how we can utilise different vocal qualities to make our pieces dynamically interesting. We also collaborated on staging for the show. For ‘Make Them Hear You’, I suggested that we merge into V-shape to symbolise our characters uniting and to communicate that they are supporting each other to find inner strength and make themselves heard. The group approved my suggestion and added it in. One thing to consider when deciding on choreography was to ensure it wasn’t too physically demanding so not to impact the vocals. This was difficult to begin with as each individual had a different level of dance and physical fitness. However, we resolved this through experimenting with different moves and checking in with everyone to ensure they were happy with the choreography. I thought we worked well as a team and produced a high-quality performance. Personally, I thought I performed well with an accurate knowledge of my harmonies and good characterisation. However, I felt due to performance nerves the complex harmonies in ‘Oklahoma’ were slightly off. This is something to work on for the next Lab Show.  
The second Lab was made up of music by Stephan Sondheim and Pasek & Pual. The repertoire I performed included: ‘The Greatest Showman Medley’ from the 2017 musical The Greatest Showman arranged by David Harrington with music originally written by Benj Pasek and Justin Paul, ‘Theres Always a Woman’ later cut from the 1964 show Anyone Can Whistle by Stephan Sondheim, ‘The Ballad Of Sweeney Todd’ from the 1979 musical Sweeney Todd by Stephan Sondheim, ‘Broadway Baby’ from the 1971 musical Follies by Stephan Sondheim and finally ‘Ready to be Loved’ from the 2007 musical Edges by Benj Pasek and Justin Paul. For all of these songs I was on the alto two harmony. This was an interesting challenge in comparison to the first Lab as I was singing a lot lower than previously.  
I felt the rehearsal process was more fast paced and efficient this time as we had all improved and had more productive independent rehearsals which allowed more time to detail the songs. This made for very dynamically engaging performances. When practicing I researched music theory so I could return to rehearsal with a comprehensive understanding of the detailing already established. Tim Wurm (2018) explains > is a diminuendo symbol, meaning the sound gets quieter. Whereas < is a crescendo symbol meaning the sound gets louder. He also discussed a rest symbol, which means that there is a breath between phrases. I also learned that a fermata means that the note is held for an indetermined amount of time and that there are different dynamic markings that tell you how loud or quiet a phrase is; ‘fff’ or ‘fortississimo’ means extremely loud volume whereas, ‘ppp’ means extremely soft. This additional study assisted the betterment of my sheet music interpretation. I then applied this knowledge of what the symbols’ represented to our rehearsals. 
I found learning the songs to be quite straightforward as we had practiced learning complex harmonies previously. However, when it came to singing the four-part harmonies in ‘The Greatest Showman Medley’ there was an imbalance of harmony, with some harmonies being under-projected. Our harmony group was told we needed to project more. I conducted independent research to resolve this. In an interview with Katie Chambers (2025), director Daniel Evans explains that thorough warm-ups and voice work is crucial for preparing performers for the stage so their voices are “ready to be thrown to the back row” (Chambers, 2025, p. 6). This led me to look at warm-ups I could do to target improving vocal projection. Barbra Houseman (2015) suggests lack of space in the throat and mouth is one factor that interferes with resonance and that an exercise to combat this is scales on an ‘Ng’ sound that then slide into an ‘ah’ sound. This helps the vocalist lift and connect with their soft palate to create additional space in the mouth. I added this into my warm-up routine and found it helped enhance my vocal performance meaning the lower harmony was more sustained therefore, creating harmonic balance. 
The second lab week ran smoothly, as we had made substantial progress during rehearsals. We used our time to polish numbers and learn movement which we later married with the vocals. One person took a lead in choreographing the main movement however, there were moments where we could input. One of my contributions was during the blocking for ‘Theres Always a Woman’. We were struggling to find a way to get the female ensemble onstage for the climax of the number so I suggested a weaving movement to help us transition into the circles we were meant to be in. This worked well and was approved by the group. I was pleased with our second Lab show. I think we made significant progress with harmonies being more accurately executed and choreography being more visually interesting to help further engage our audience.   
Overall, this module has greatly assisted my development in ensemble singing. I thoroughly enjoyed the industry standard approach to the teaching of this module as it has given me an insight into working professionally and has allowed me to refine my skills through receiving feedback. Also, I relished building my knowledge through exploring the stylistic qualities of the varied musical theatre genres we covered. I believe I have achieved my original goals; I have bettered my music theory and improved my ability to establish vocal balance when approaching ensemble work. I now plan to utilise these skills when we start working on material for our end of year show.    
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