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Reflective Essay- Musical Theatre Laboratory 
Over the course of this module, we had been devising a showcase for an MT Laboratory project. Today, the 28th of November, we began learning the specific detail for both of the musical medleys that we have to perform, including an ABBA medley and a Queen medley, in order to explore the “Jukebox” genre. According to Kevin Byrne and Emily Fuchs, the Jukebox musical Mamma Mia (opening on Broadway in 1999 using the music of Eurovision Song Contest Winner, ABBA) was described by its producer Judith Craymer as not pretending to be serious or epic, but rather having a “tongue and cheek campiness that is a part of the charm” indicating that Jukebox musicals such as Mamma Mia are not taken seriously, which is an aspect of the genre that we wanted to highlight as to fit with the style. The rock genre that we explore during the Queen medley, using hits from the world famous rock band Queen, also have very specific sounds and aesthetics that communicate varying emotions that the character feels, as well as emotions that are encouraged from the audience, such as “bold syncopations (friction! Non-conformity!)” and “square on-the-beat rhythms (stability! Reinforcement!)” (Alex Lacamoire, 2018). 
When learning the composition of the Queen Medley, I found that I was able to pick up the harmonies and learn the tempo quite quickly by paying attention to how many beats were in a bar on the sheet music that we were given; improving my ability to sight read as well. As I had previously mentioned, I also needed to take Queen’s unique composition into consideration, in order to portray the emotional journey of the piece. I paid special attention to the solo that I was given in the beginning section, which includes the second verse and final chorus of the song ‘Somebody to Love’. When I first tried this solo, I chose to use the strong beats of waltz tempo that the song has to drive the rebellious emotion that I wanted to portray, focusing on the strength of the music to reflect the strength and frustration of the character effectively. However, I was told by the composer of the medley and our course tutor (David Harrington) to add more vulnerability to this section, as despite the rhythm of the music being on-the-beat, the volume of the music comes and goes in waves, which is an aspect that I needed to reflect off of my character, as ‘Somebody to Love’ is quite a melancholic song that communicates someone trying as hard as they can at everything they do but not feeling as though they are getting the human affection that they deserve, “I work ‘til I ache my bones, at the end of the day I take home my broken heart all on my own” (Somebody to Love, Freddie Mercury, 1976). To work with the music and create light and shade through this solo, I experimented with volume, following when the music would get quieter and more subtle compared to when it becomes stronger and fuller, which I feel that I did very well. 
However, despite harnessing the emotion of the songs effectively, I found it difficult to keep up with the sudden changes in vocal quality that Queen is known for, which in this case was the collaborative use of pop-rock and operatic vocal quality. My use of the rock style was very apparent in my solo section and throughout most of the song, but I really struggled with suddenly switching to the operatic vocal quality, as both styles require such different vocal placements and tones. My rock vocal style has a lot of twang in it, which is a bright sound that resonates at the forefront of your face to amplify it, whereas my operatic quality needed a slightly darker, more reverberated sound that echoes and blends within an ensemble. To help me improve the quality of this switch, I focused on opening my mouth wide when singing rock and then dropping my jaw in the opposite direction for an operatic sound, while also using my head register that echoes more instead of my chest register that I use for rock to make the sounds feel as different as possible, which I believe was effective. 
Regarding overall composition, the ABBA medley was a lot harder for me, as the tempo constantly changes, and the harmonies are more complex. This medley was also a minute longer than the Queen one, which meant that we had more to learn. As this piece is quite light with only a couple of heart-felt moments in it, I had to make sure that I was keeping the energy up which included making sure that the harmonies and the pace of the song was sharp and sounded clean. I kept the energy up through emoting effectively and using an energetic, contemporary voice tone effectively, but as I was learning it, I was finding it hard to keep up with the tempo without losing the quality of the chords we were singing as a group, so, to help me improve this, I recorded the backing music of the medley in sections to learn from in my own time. By breaking it down, I found that the tempo was easier to digest, which let me focus on the quality of the harder harmonies. I also shared these sectioned recordings with other classmates, as this method helped me so this contribution could possibly have helped others as well, especially my classmates who were singing the same harmony as me. 






















Musical Review- Les Misérables  
On the 4th of January, I had the opportunity of seeing the Les Misérables UK and Ireland Tour at the Wales Millennium Centre, Cardiff. The show’s first run started in London, 1985 based on the 1862 novel by visionary poet, author, politician, and artist Victor Hugo, who constantly intercepts his own political opinions on the dark subjects of morality, class and historical events in a way that impacts viewers understanding of nineteenth-century France, using the horrifically unfortunate lives of the characters within Les Misérables. This most recent production was produced by “the most prolific producer of musicals” (C, Mackintosh Ltd, 2022) Cameron Mackintosh, directed by James Powell and Laurence Connor, with a beautifully immersive reimagining of the staging that brought the original production to life along with a brand new equally impressive cast. 
The premise of Les Misérables follows the life of an ex-convict who broke his parole, Jean Valjean (Dean Chisnall), leading him to be chased by guard Javert (Nic Greenshields) around the world over many years. In search of redemption, Jean Valjean raises a young Cosette (Paige Blankson), daughter of a factory worker called Fantine (Lauren Drew) who lived a tragic life that no longer allowed her to take care of her child. This alters the course of Jean Valjean’s fate as he travels with Cosette across France during the French Revolution, where Victor Hugo in his original novel paints a picture of love and mercy dashed with ruthlessness and utter despair; emotions that were definitely translated into this new production. 
The first highlight of this breath-taking show for me was the design choices made by Matt Kinley, who took the images created by Victor Hugo’s artwork that depicted the world that Victor was living in and weaved them throughout the production in a way that felt as if the show was happening within one of the paintings itself. His paintings are described as “stormy landscapes pierced with portentous light”, which perfectly describe the screens that paint the locations of Les Misérables, capturing Victor’s vision of nineteenth-century France vividly. The set design for Les Misérables has to immerse the audience in a variety of locations, from the barricade to the sewers underground, which requires an ambitious approach, which this production did not shy away from. The screens that filled the back of upstage during location changes stood out to me, as the way that the images moved with the characters on stage blended so well that it felt the audience was moving with the location as well, almost becoming a kind of 4D experience that raised the bar of immersion in theatre. The use of the ever-changing fly’s, large scale flats and trucks also helped create a completely engaging experience, with even giant set changes that went mostly unnoticed due to their seamlessness. 
The other aspect of this show that had a hand in bringing the story to life was the talented cast. The ensemble set the tone of the production from the very beginning with the prologue, which contained an immediate tension and raucousness that the ensemble strongly carried throughout the rest of the performance. The ensemble was completely immersed in their roles and created the atmospheres of every location that they were in with 100% commitment, blending together to create a unit rather than a group of individuals, which especially worked for scenes when the people living in poverty have one singular message, such as “Do You Hear The People Sing?” and “At The End Of The Day”, with all voices working in unison to really hit the audience with emotion that wouldn’t have been as impactful individually. 
Alongside the ensemble was the brilliantly casted main characters. Considering that the show is a song cycle, with difficult music written by Claude-Michel Schonberg, making the vocal requirements of the performance that much more intensive, the main cast made the score sound easy, while still maintaining that biting rawness that comes with the political and emotional unrest of the show. Eponine’s (Siobhan O’Driscoll) performance of “On My Own” was a perfect example of this skill, as she sang the song with a pure tone that sounded perfectly comfortable in her range, but she didn’t herself play it safe, as her characters authenticity and raw emotion that she also carries in her body language and tone of voice throughout the show took up space on stage, making the audience really sympathise to her struggles with unrequited love. She also brought a contemporary taste to the song that wasn’t too overbearingly different to how the song was intended to be sung, but she still made it her own. Additionally, Marius’ (Will Callan) heart-breaking rendition of “Empty Chair at Empty Tables”, showed the audience just how broken the character has become compared to Will’s light and endearing portrayal of Marius before the barricades. A similar notion to the raw emotion behind Marius’ performance can also be said for Lauren Drew’s portrayal of Fantine, with the song “I Dreamed a Dream”, who’s broken energy left the audience speechless and in awe of how her vocal tone captured us completely. Javert (Nic Greenshields) also left the audience spellbound with “Stars” with a slightly raspy vocal quality that made the song his own. Cosette (Paige Blankson) had a pure, operatic tone that blended well with Marius, though inn some instances her heavy classical tone diminished her diction, which took away slightly from Cosette’s emotion. Lastly, with arguably one of the most vocally challenging roles in the performance, Dean Chisnall captured both the strength and the mercifulness of Jean Valjean, particularly during his near-perfect performance of “Bring Him Home” that showed off his impressive vocal range and his authentic embodiment of this very complex character. 
Overall, this production captured Victor Hugo’s essence, maintaining the political messages surrounding the characters and the plot, with well thought-out casting that portray the anguish of the characters and a creatively ambitious set design that immerses the audience in the world of Les Misérables from start to finish.
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