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Reflective Essay - Performance Class

On November 15th, 2022, I attended Performance Class with my tutor Eilir Owen-Griffiths. In this session It was my turn to perform a song to the class, as well as three other fellow students. 
The purpose of this class is to better our acting through song, deliverance of the piece, taking direction, as well as getting used to and more confident with performing in front of an audience.
In this session, much like all our performance class sessions, we went straight into the first performance. The only thing I would say is the singers who are scheduled to sing don’t get a chance to warm up before presenting their song. I think it would be beneficial going forward if we had a quick group warm up with our pianist at the start of each session to get our voices warm as well as our bodies. It may also help us to get in the right mindset and atmosphere. However, I can understand that our tutor wants as much time as possible to get through everyone while giving each of us the same amount of time and attention.
Prior to each time we sing, it is important that we prepare properly and accordingly. This requires doing research and detailed analysing of our chosen piece. It is vital that we do this as it helps us have a better understanding of the character we’re trying to portray.
Up first was one of my peers, Lloyd, singing 'Empty Chairs at Empty Tables’ from Les Miserable. He had a lovely tone accompanied with good breath control. After he had sung it through once, Eilir worked with him further to add more depth to his performance. Eilir wanted him to really visualise and picture the words he was singing, because if he sees it then his audience will too. He also advised him to stay in character up until the very end of the song, even when he’s stopped singing as this will keep the audience engaged.
Following this was Atlanta singing ‘Roxy’ from Chicago. She immediately engaged us, embodying the character really well. And I liked that she didn’t perform it in the generic way that a lot of people approach Roxy’s character. Her take on it was unique and refreshing. Eilir got her to do an exercise where she spoke her song as a monologue. The purpose of this was to find purpose in the important words as well as making sure our punctuation was correct, like breathing at the right times and not in the middle of sentences for example.
Another tip he gave her was each time she sang the name “Roxy”, sing it in a different way. This gives the song more dynamics and keeps the audience engaged. 
Then it was my turn to perform. The piece I chose was ‘Funny Girl’ from the musical Funny Girl, featuring music by Jule Styne and music by Bob Merrill, and original book by Isobel Lennart. I had sung this song many times before because I liked how it suited me, my style and tone, however, when preparing beforehand I quickly realised that I needed to delve deeper and do a bit more research and exploring to make sure I portrayed the character correctly and effectively to the audience. To do this, I revisited the film adaptation, starring Barbra Streisand to get a feel for Fanny’s personality while also understanding the context of the song. So, what happens in the build up to the song. I then remembered the work of Stanislavski and his four vital questions, “The actor must use his imagination to be able to answer all questions (when, where, why, how). Make the make-believer existence more definite.” According to Bella Merlin (2007, p.119), “Stanislavski believed the ground should be ready for your sense of truth towards the character to flourish within you.” (2007, p.124), As Stanislavski puts it, creative imagination is a fundamental, absolutely necessary gift for an actor.” Before singing the song, Eilir asked me a few questions. He wanted to know about the character I was portraying, who I was singing to, where I was and what had just happened prior. I felt good knowing I had done enough research to answer these questions confidently. When it came to singing the song through the first time, I think my nerves affected my performance. I found that I was thinking more about the quality of my singing rather than my portrayal of the character’s emotions. Eilir then did a few exercises with me to improve my performance. Firstly, he got me to speak my song as a monologue just like he had got Atlanta to do not long before. He then got me to choose a friend from the class to come up with me and speak the song as a monologue to her. Straight after that we did it again, but this time Gracie was replying to me. This was interesting because it felt like we were having a conversation. This benefitted me because it made me feel more relaxed and at ease. We then did this same thing again, however this time I sang it to her instead with her still replying to me. I think the purpose of this was to try and keep the same energy and flow of a conversation while singing. I then sang it for a final time without Gracie and directed it back to the audience, keeping in mind all the things I had just worked on. This went really well, and it was clear that there was a significant improvement from the first time I had performed it. 
To conclude, I think something I did well was being able to take direction from my tutor and apply it to my performance effectively. I also think I contributed greatly to the class by offering my thoughts, suggestions and constructive criticism when my fellow peers were performing. Something I think I need to work on is my confidence and nerves, as I feel as though it’s a waste when I put in the effort to portray the character I’m playing prior to the performance but I blank when it comes to the real thing.  
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Theatre Review - Blood Brothers

I went to see Blood Brothers on December 3rd, 2022, at the Millenium Centre in Cardiff. Prior to seeing the show, I had big expectations having been a fan of the book from when I had read it in high school. I fell in love with the story back then and was excited to see how it translated on stage.     
Premiering in April 1983, Blood Brothers originally opened at the Lyric Theatre, gaining both Olivier Award for best Best New Musical and Best Actress for Barbara Dickson. After a UK tour, the show opened again on the West End in 1988 at the Noel Coward Theatre (then the Albery). The show stayed there for three years before moving to its final home, the Phoenix Theatre, in 1991. The show played there until November 2012, an amazing 21 years. Few musicals have received such acclaim as the multi-award-winning show. Bill Kenwright’s production surpassed 10,000 performances in London’s West End, one of only three musicals ever to achieve that. The plot explores the themes of social class, fate and superstition, friendship, and growing up. Blood Brothers book, lyrics and music was written by Willy Russel and tells the captivating and moving tale of twins separated at birth who grow up on opposite sides of the track, only to meet again with tragic consequences. The production I saw was produced by Bill Kenwright, and he co-directed with Bob Tomson. Musical direction by Scott Adler, sound design by Dan Samson, set and costume design by Andy Walmsley and lighting design by Nick Richings. Ben Kenwright is one of the most successful producers in the West End. His hits include, Dreamboats and Petticoats, The Wizard of Oz, Cabaret, A few Good Men, and Sunset Boulevard.
I have visited the Millenium Centre on many occasions, so I knew what to expect upon arrival. It’s a really big, bright and inviting building which helps a lot when wanting to attract people to invest in watching a show there. Venturing inside the theatre, this was also just as inviting and had a great atmosphere. In my opinion, I think they did a good job with advertising the show. The staff were also really welcoming and helpful, especially when directing me to my seat after I had been a little late to the show. It had just started before I managed to get inside, but thankfully, outside the auditorium there was a television available for me to watch the first five minutes of the show before I was allowed back in. I was very surprised and impressed that they had this accessible for audience members just in case. It shows a lot of thoughtfulness. 
The set design for this show was simple, nothing too extravagant which I liked a lot. They kept it to a main foundation/base and added or took away from it where needed. The lighting varied where appropriate, depending on the atmosphere and change of emotion. This included spotlights and change of lighting colour like red and blue. One of the elements of sound that was used was reverb, primarily with the Narrator’s character. I thought this was very effective and added to the atmosphere, however I did find it a little overbearing at times, and I struggled to understand what he was singing. (ADD MORE TO THIS)
The acting was phenomenal from everyone but someone who stood out for me was the character of Mickey Johnstone, played by Sean Jones. His take on the character was, in my opinion, outstanding. His ability to portray the different stages of his life spanning from childhood to adulthood was amazing and takes a lot of talent.
Largely, the vocals were brilliant from all the cast, but I have to say, the character of Mrs Johnstone, played by 2007 X Factor finalist Niki Evans, absolutely blew everyone out of the park. Her tone was rich and smooth, she had really good breath control and diction, I understood every word she sang. Her ability to portray emotion through song was outstanding. She definitely affected me as an audience member as well as others around me. She created the right atmosphere and had the majority of the audience in tears by the end of the show. In an interview with Love Belfast, Niki said, “There are a couple of parts in the show, without giving spoilers, where it rips me to shreds. I do it as though someone is about to take one of my children and I can’t hold back. I have to feel it every time I do it.” (June 10, 2022) She also told Chronicle Live that her role actually requires little writing. She said “I play Mrs J as if I’m the boys’ mother. I grew up on a council estate, so I’ve lived that life.” She said further, “By the time it comes to ‘Tell Me It’s Not True’ at the end, I’m usually so emotional that I fall to bits. It’s like Mickey and Eddie are my sons. Every show is a rollercoaster.” (Duke.S, 2022)
There were no dance numbers in this show which I definitely didn’t mind at all because it wasn’t needed for this particular story. The acting and singing was strong enough to carry the show. 
The ensemble work is not to go unnoticed. It was a small ensemble cast but I really liked that because they played various roles. 
Something that really stuck out to me in this show was the recurring songs throughout, one of which is ‘Marilyn Monroe’. I found this really intriguing because each time the character of Mrs Johnstone sang that, it had a different meaning behind it, which I thought created a lot of depth and an eerie atmosphere.
To conclude, I thoroughly enjoyed this show and would strongly recommend it to anyone. When a show creates the emotions that I and a lot of the audience felt, I know it is worth the watch. The only negative I can say about my experience is that I was sitting at the very top of the auditorium so that made it difficult to see the actors’ faces. But at the same time, I am grateful because I got this ticket for the amazing price of £8 as it was organised by the student union. Saying this, the fact that I was sat this far away and still felt affected by the performance says it all.
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