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Since September, we have had multiple Theatre Laboratory lessons. These lessons include us focusing on two different genres per term; first term, we focused on Pop/Rock and the Golden age, second term, we focused on Stephen Sondheim and Pasek and Paul and learning ensemble numbers that fit in the genre that we are doing. Throughout my journey in learning ensemble musical numbers, I have witnessed significant growth both in my technical abilities and my understanding of the collaborative nature of musical theatre. Initially, I struggled to synchronize with the group, feeling overwhelmed by the complexities of harmonizing, maintaining rhythm, and coordinating with fellow performers. However, through consistent practice, guidance from mentors, and active engagement in ensemble work, I have developed a deeper sense of unity and precision in my performances. This process has enhanced my vocal technique and allowed me to appreciate the importance of timing, ensemble dynamics, and emotional connection with other performers. In this essay, I will reflect on my progress in mastering ensemble musical numbers, highlighting the challenges I faced, the skills I gained, and the transformative impact this experience has had on my overall approach to musical theatre.

During our first lab project, I was very excited to start singing ensemble numbers as it is one of my favourite aspects of musical theatre, but I did get a bit worried as the way we had to learn the numbers was different from how I’ve learned songs in the past. We were given the sheet music for the songs and given a note bash for the specific part that we were singing. The songs that we performed In the first lab project were, ‘Oklahoma’, ‘Make Them Hear You’, ‘One Brick At a Time’, ‘Holiday’, ‘You Don’t Own me’, ‘The Bitch Of Living’, ‘Toxic’ by Britney Spears, ‘Somebody to Love’. For ‘Make Them Hear You’, I was placed into the Mezzo section of the ensemble, but went in Alto for the rest of them, as that is where my voice is more comfortable and supported. 

When learning these songs, it was important for me to use the correct vocal quality for the songs, as the songs are from different genres. In the pop-rock genre, vocal delivery tends to be raw, expressive, and sometimes gritty, with an emphasis on emotional intensity and individuality. Singers often use a more relaxed, conversational tone, embracing vocal nuances like rasp or falsetto, which allows for greater flexibility and personal interpretation. The production of pop-rock vocals is often more amplified and edited, clear and melodic with an emphasis on creating a polished, radio-friendly sound. (Study Rocket, 2024) In contrast, Golden Age vocal performances emphasize clarity, control, even vibrato, and dark and rounded vowels. (Wicks, 2018) The vocal style is more formal and technique-driven, emphasizing diction, breath control, and sustaining long, powerful phrases. While both genres demand strong vocal skills, pop-rock focuses more on emotional delivery and contemporary sound, while the Golden Age genre values vocal precision and a grand, theatrical presentation. 

I found it easy to learn the harmonies from the note bashes that we recorded in class as it was a recording of the harmony that I was singing. I found that the harmonies were drilled into my head due to the number of times that I had gone over them, but when it came to singing ‘Oklahoma,’ I found it hard to pick up the harmony as it was a 5-split harmony, so a lot was going on. I was able to pick it up further into the song, but it was annoying that I could never get it from the start.

We had the opportunity to put ourselves forward for a small solo section as several solos were being handed out; however, due to my confidence, I decided not to put myself forward as I was too nervous to sing comfortably in front of an audience. However, I was given a small bit in ‘Oklahoma’, which I was fine to do in the performance. I wanted to build on my confidence for the next project. to help with this, I looked at a few books, and I came across one that states, “vocal technique must serve the artistic expression of the singer, not hinder it.” Miller stresses that a singer must build a solid foundation of breath control, vocal resonance, and pitch accuracy, which will then allow them to fully engage in the emotional and expressive aspects of performance. This balance between technique and artistry helps singers develop both the confidence and the vocal strength needed for effective, authentic performances. (Miller, 2013)

My favourite song from this term was definitely ‘One Brick at A Time’ as it was our comedic piece, but it had fun harmonies and overlapping sections. I also really enjoyed the choreography and costumes that were added to the piece, as they brought the song to life and made it more enjoyable to perform. It was also nice to hear the audience laugh when we walked onto the stage. I did find this song challenging to learn as it was very wordy and hard to get the lyrics correct, but the more I drilled it, the easier it got for the lyrics to stick in my head. I think the most challenging song for me during this term was ‘Oklahoma’ because I found the harmonies challenging and found that whenever we would sing it as a group, I would lose the harmonies. 

During our second term lab project, we focused on the two composers Stephen Sondheim and Pasek & Paul. I was excited to start this project, as I had researched the musicals that Pasek & Paul had composed and found that ‘The Greatest Showman’ was one of them, and I was hoping we would do a piece from there. The songs that we learned this term were ‘The Greatest Showman Medley’, which was a medley including the songs ‘The Greatest Show’, ‘A Million Dreams’, ‘Never Enough’, ‘Rewrite the Stars’, and ‘From Now On’.  We also did ‘There's Always a Woman’, ‘The Ballard of Sweeney Todd’, ‘In Short’, ‘Take Me to The World’, ‘Broadway Baby’, ‘For Forever’ and ‘Ready to Be Loved’. I was excited to start learning these songs as I think it is a good choice of songs. 

For this lab project, I wanted to push myself out of my comfort zone and put myself forward for a small solo, as I believe that the more, I push myself out of my comfort zone, the more I will learn from it and I will become more comfortable with performing solos in front of audiences. I asked DGH if I could be considered for the opening solo of ‘Broadway Baby’, and when he said that I could have it, if I had it greatly learned by the next lesson, I was proud of myself. I wanted to show DGH that I was a strong and committed learner, so I made sure to have the solo confidently learned by the next lesson so he wouldn’t re-cast the solo. I was nervous to begin with, but as soon as there was a bit of choreography added into the song, I relaxed into the performance and focused more on performing the piece rather than thinking about what others were thinking. 

During last term's lab project, I think I struggled to hold the harmonies for the songs, but I learned from my mistakes and made sure to drill the harmonies even more this term, and from doing that, I was confident with all my harmonies. The only one I slightly struggled with this term, was the tenor line in ‘The Ballard of Sweeney Todd’, but I think I mainly struggled getting this harmony, as the first note was low in my register so I struggled to initially pick it up, but to help with this DGH added the boys onto the tenor line, so having the boys pick the harmony helped me pick it up. 

My favourite piece from this term's lab was ‘The Greatest Showman Medley. ’ This is because I loved the harmonies and found that they blended nicely together. I also really enjoyed the overlapping sections of the song. I was really proud of myself during this song, as last term I really struggled the hold onto the harmonies, but with this specific song, I was confident with my harmonies and found that I was able to sing out confidently as I knew I wasn’t going to mess up the harmonies. The most challenging piece from this term for me was ‘The Ballard Of Sweeney Todd’ this is because I struggled with the tenor harmony and I also found it difficult to get the timing correct for the pauses.
Looking back on my journey between both term projects, I think I have improved massively when it comes to keeping the harmonies and learning the songs through the note bashes that we are given in class. I also think my confidence in contributing to class has improved because last term, I didn’t want a solo, but this term, I put myself forward for one, and you can see a clear progress within my confidence. For future rehearsals, I will make sure that I continue to constantly drill my harmonies, as consistency in rehearsals is very important. I will also make sure that I put myself forward for more opportunities as it will continue to improve my learning and confidence.
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