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Introduction/Research
 
In the week beginning of the 27th of February, me and my fellow MA Musical Theatre students began rehearsals for our first show, ‘Xanadu’. Our process began with introductions and a read through around the table of the entire script. This was undertaken with four members of our creative team; our Director Luke Hereford, our Stage Manager Martha Davies, our MD Christopher Fossey and our production manager Philippa Manion. In our first session we discussed Xanadu as a piece of popular culture, and its importance to the media produced in the 1980’s, along with the legacy it provides for Olivia Newton-John. Our read-through gave us the chance to see the through line of the show, and to understand the level of comedy within the text. 
Written by Douglas Carter Beane and featuring music and lyrics by Jeff Lynne and John Farrar, Xanadu follows the story of tortured artist ‘Sonny Malone’ and ‘Clio’ leader of the muses as she awakens from his mural to help him to achieve his greatest artistic potential, with the help of her other muse sisters. As the muses were a real pantheon of demi-goddesses worshipped in Ancient Greece, we started our discussions with a brief look into Ancient civilisations and performance art. As I studied a BA Degree in Classical Studies, I felt as though I really connected and understood the ideas discussed around Greek mythology. The festival Dionysia was a large part of Ancient society, a celebration of drama, music and poetry to worship the god Dionysus. Arts Edge describes the festival as; ‘the most important arts festival in the ancient world’ (Arts Edge). The 9 muses were regularly invoked in these performances to help with the storytelling, which we drew from when blocking the opening number as the mural drawn by my character ‘Sonny’ depicts all of their characteristics. 
As my character ‘Sonny Malone’ is written originally as a male, Luke and I had a chat about how I wanted to portray him. We agreed that Sonny is a neutral name, and as my personal pronouns are ‘She/They’, I felt comfortable in creating a new, genderfluid interpretation of the character. The label we both agreed on is a ‘Demi-Girl’. There is no prerequisite for Sonny to be a male, so we replaced any male pronouns to ‘they’ and began the process of finding the balance between masculinity and femininity within Sonny’s character. In terms of research, I began looking into the LGBTQ community of LA in the 1980’s; Lydia Otero wrote; ‘Back then, gender categories were firmly fixed, either male or female. There was no category for gender nonconforming people’ and that ‘We lacked the language and the insight into gender that we have now’(Otero, 2022). However, it is important to note that following WWII; ‘the LGBTQ population in Los Angeles dramatically increased’ (La Conservancy). Keeping Sonny’s gender undetermined aligned with the lack of awareness towards nonbinary and gender nonconforming people of the time while similarly highlighting the existence of such people before it was widely recognised. The opportunity to portray this role really allowed me to explore the variety within my casting type. 






Week 1: 27th Feb – 3rd March

Full of energy, the beginning of the rehearsal process began on the week commencing 27th of February. We worked chronologically through the script, and immediately began to realise the difficulty of blocking scenes with the involvement of rollerskates. As skating is a large part of this show, it was imperative that for safety reasons, we had secure blocking in each of the scenes on wheels. Me and the protagonist ‘Kira’ played by Cody Walkingshaw worked slowly with Luke line by line through the song ‘Magic’ in order to solidify and cement the blocking to minimise injury. To make us all comfortable in our rollerskates, we did a skate workshop with our choreographer Corey Mitchell, in which we learnt how to fall and stop safely around our peers. As I was already quite a confident skater, I did not find this to be too much of a challenge, but it was the physicality of being able to skate and sing at the same time that took a lot of my energy and effort. At the beginning of the show there is a number called ‘Suddenly’ which involves me having a quick change into rollerskates behind a screen. This was both a physical and mental challenge in the early rehearsal process for me, but became a lot easier once we were in the space and able to time the change within the song. 
During this week, I began to delve into the motivations behind my character, ‘Sonny Malone’. Using techniques learnt in our acting sessions, I began to break down my lines in these earlier scenes using Stanislavski’s ideas surrounding action and active verbs. In a scene I shared with Aaron who plays Danny Maguire, I said; ‘I’d like to talk to you about renting one of your spaces’. I paired this with the action ‘To impress’ as there needed to be an obvious power dynamic between me and Danny, and a sense of Sonny longing to be validated by someone who can help them achieve their dreams. ‘Stanislavski maintained that only 10% of what’s going on in our heads is expressed through words; the remaining 90% lies bedded beneath the script’ (McGregor, 2023). Alfreds writes; ‘actions are what characters out in order to try to get what they want’(Alfreds, 2007). This exercise greatly helped me to physicalise my character between my lines, emphasising the subtext of what was being conveyed. I continued to annotate these action verbs throughout my script to encourage my own understanding of the text and the interactions between me and other characters. It was important for me to understand Sonny’s motivations early on during the rehearsal process in order to understand the arc of their character. 
As this musical is a jukebox comedy, and is incredibly self-aware, there was even more of a need for exaggerating these motivations and the stakes for these characters to make the comedy aspects of the show more believable. Critic Tim Bano saw the 2016 Southwark Playhouse production of ‘Xanadu’ and wrote; ‘While the film forgot that the seventies were over, Douglas Carter Beane’s stage version is self-aware in the extreme, taking one of film’s biggest flops and prising open its inadequacies with a wink and a big, big smile’ (Bano 2016). With this in mind, the process of finding truth within Sonny’s character began, while also acknowledging the self-awareness of the show and it’s place in pop culture history, where the film version was ‘one of the biggest flops in movie history’ and ‘was so bad that it sparked the creation of the Razzies – the anti-Oscars that reward the year’s worst films’ (Bano, 2016). 



Week 2: 6th March – 10th March

Out of all the weeks of rehearsing for ‘Xanadu’, Week 2 was the most challenging for me. We suffered a cast illness in the beginning of this week that I unfortunately picked up, which meant I couldn’t sing for the majority of this rehearsal week. I tried my best to look after my voice but naturally my body could not fight off this illness. By Tuesday the 7th I had completely lost my voice. As an actor, we rely on our bodies to provide the tools we need to perform. This meant I was on vocal rest during the blocking of some scenes, and other members of my cast would kindly sing my parts during songs for me if I was unable. Other members of our cast were absent for a few of the days this week which meant our rehearsals felt sparce and lacked energy. While unable to perform to our fullest potential, we focused more on intricate scene details and big dance numbers to tidy up.
One of the most challenging dance numbers was ‘All Over The World’. I lead the song in the middle of Scene 6, and as it is incredibly high energy, my stamina needed to be up to scratch in order for a good delivery. The song itself is long, and featured a ‘vogue’ like dance break. I had to make sure I used good vocal technique and breath support throughout the routine to minimise any vocal damage or pitching issues. One way I learnt to overcome this challenge, was to monitor the exertion of my energy and effort levels through each verse and chorus. If I wasn’t singing over the top of backing vocals and had a moment of dancing with a partner, I knew to lower my energy exertion and to store it for the solo moments later on in the song. I did not detract from my level of performance, however cleverly used technique to maximise my energy to last for the entirety of the song. As this song is before a large ballad, ‘Don’t Walk Away’, it was necessary to monitor my vocal technique, as ‘Don’t Walk Away’ requires me to have a lowered larynx, whereas ‘All Over The World’ is a much higher larynx position. As we began to both sing and dance to ‘All Over The World’ in Week 2, I noticed that in the dance break, I struggled to sing my harmony due to lack of breath support from the previous chorus. I addressed this with our Musical Director Christopher Fossey, and he agreed that it would be safer for me to take the harmony part down an octave. This massively helped my projection during the song, and meant my larynx was in a far more comfortable position for the next big song. 










Week 3: 13th March – 17th March

After an entire weekend of vocal rest, I returned on Monday the 13th with my voice almost back to full health. This week, we began trying to do a scattered run of the show in order to see the through line. One of the main problems that arose from the beginning of this week was the fact some of the other company members had not completely learnt their lines. Though it may not seem crucial to be off book, having a script in hand while finalising the blocking of some scenes creates distraction and stalling that hinders the flow of energy through the scene. It then becomes the responsibility of the actors who do know their lines to try and pull the scene back or in some cases, say the lines for the other actor. It made it very difficult for us to do a clear run of the show during the first half of the week, and left us feeling demotivated and like we had not put enough work into the rehearsal process. We had a group discussion and decided to all try our best to be off book in efforts to not affect each other’s performances or the energy within scenes. Mike Alfred’s highlights the importance of a cohesive cast in his book, ‘Different Every Night’. He states; ‘The very nature of theatre of collaborative. It is, of necessity, about working together and playing together’ (Alfreds 2007). 
On Tuesday the 14th, we met with Carl Davies our costume designer to try on our costumes for the first time. We had discussed what I had envisioned for Sonny, as I wanted them to be gender neutral, we opted for shorts, a tied up sleeveless shirt, knee high socks and a yellow sweatband and wristband. Trying the first couple of options on, I didn’t feel completely comfortable moving in the outfit. I then approached Carl with a different suggestion that we both liked and agreed on. Putting on the costume added another layer of understanding to Sonny for me, as though I could see them coming to life. 
During this, Aaron and I decided to do some partner work, in which we explored our relationship to one another in the show. We stood on opposite corners of the room and began saying our action verbs of our scene to one another. We then began to physicalise each action without the verbal communication. When we had reached a point of tension, we began to add our lines back into the exercise and it was very interesting to see how the character relationship developed. Sonny began to look up to Danny as though he was a father figure, and that connection bled wonderfully into the scenes we then performed in a scattered run through later that day. Our connection had become more sentimental, and by the end of the show, the relationship arc of the two characters was clear and meaningful. Danny saw his younger self in Sonny, and Sonny saw a father and mentor in Danny. 










Tech Week / Show Week: 20th March – 25th March

Monday the 20th of March was our final day in Haywood house’ Studio theatre. We used this day to do a scattered run through, and to work on any scenes we’d missed in the interim of 3 busy weeks. On the Tuesday, we arrived at the Gate on Keppoch Street to begin our teching of the show. Being in the space for the first time was amazing, and seeing our set was an unforgettable experience. Tech began with a skate workshop, using the ramp for the first time. Personally, I was quite scared. Using a skate ramp looks easy but is deceptively hard. With the help of our skate mentor Corey, I successfully managed to tackle the ramp in situ with my scenes and songs. We then began from the top and worked our way through, finishing with a sitzprobe with the whole band. 
Wednesday marked the first full dress run of the show. We had an open dress run, so members of the public were invited to watch, along with teachers. Evaluating this from my perspective, it was a terrible performance from me. I let my nerves get the best of me and forgot a few of my cues. I used this experience as a moment to learn what I needed to fix prior to opening night on Thursday. As a performer, I struggle with giving my body freely to a character. I carry tension that I feel limits me. I think it was important for me after the open dress to think of Stanislavski’s ideas of freeing the body and soul prior to a performance. He writes; ‘You cannot, at the very beginning of our work, have any conception of the evil that results from muscular spasms and physical contraction’ (Stanislavski, Chapter VI). He then continues that the spasms can ‘attack the diaphragm and other organs connected with breathing’. A key part of my track is the use of breath control, so it was imperative that I relaxed as much as possible. I used this technique, and that evening after rehearsal, focused on relaxing my state, clearing my mind and allowing any tensions to dissipate. If I feel as though I am not free, my performance and portrayal becomes restrained and I feel as though I can’t give 100% to a truthful portrayal of a character. This can massively affect a performance, as Stanislavski maintains; ‘truth is what really exists, what a person really knows. Whereas on the stage it consists of something that is not actually in existence but which could happen’(Stanislavski). 
As we opened our show on Thursday the 24th, the energy was very high and we could feel the excitement mixed with nervousness as a company. Our opening show was met with laughter, joy and lots of fun. It energised us as performers, and allowed us to read where the comedy lands from an audience perspective. I had a slight mishap, as one of my entrance doors at the back of the theatre was locked, meaning I had to make a sprint around to the wings before coming in from a different entrance. This left me out of breath, and in turn affected my spoken delivery and singing in the scene following it. On Friday, we did two shows, both a matinee and an evening performance. It was interesting looking back at these performances as our energy dipped in the afternoon. Something for our next show to improve would definitely be maintaining the same level of energy for all of our shows, regardless of the time they are being performed and who is in the audience. 








Final Thoughts

The experience of working on ‘Xanadu’ taught me some amazing things as a performer. I learnt to embrace my natural casting type of someone who can be both feminine and masculine, I learnt how to correctly portray a character from a crucial era, and I experienced how to work well together as a company to overcome any challenges that arise during the rehearsal process. This was our first show as an MA group, and it has made me very excited for our next musical, that is also being held in the same theatre. The overall experience was so much fun, to bring these crazy characters to life and to engage the audience in a self-aware and exaggerated way was a joy. The cast, creatives and the wonderful tech team allowed for a magical run of a show that I will keep in my heart forever. Because after all, that is Xanadu!























[bookmark: _Toc131190488]BIBLIOGRAPHY

Alfreds, Mike. 2007. ‘Different Every Night: Freeing the Actor’. Nick Hern Books. 
Arts Edge. ‘Overview: The Dionysian Festival’. Accessed 28/03/2023. Available at: https://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/interactives/greece/theater/prologueOverview.html#:~:text=The%20Greek%20festival%20honoring%20the,people%20from%20all%20over%20Greece.
Bano, Tim. (2016). ‘Xanadu’. Accessed 30/03/2023. Available at https://exeuntmagazine.com/reviews/xanadu/
La Conservancy. ‘History of LGBTQ Los Angeles’. Accessed 30/03/2023. Available at https://www.laconservancy.org/history-lgbtq-los-angeles
McGregor, Lewis. (2023). ‘ Directing: Actor Verb List – The Subtext’. Accessed 29/03/2023. Available at: https://indietips.com/subtext-action-verb/
Otero, Lydia. (2022). ‘My archive: 20 years of Los Angeles’ LGBTQ+ movement’. Accessed 26/03/2023. Available at: https://www.hcn.org/issues/54.4/south-history-my-archive-20-years-of-los-angeles-lgbtq-movement
Stanislavski, Constantin. 1936.  ‘An Actor Prepares’. Bloomsbury. 










2

2

image3.png




image1.jpeg




image2.png




