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When beginning rehearsals for our final production I was excited but nervous in a positive way, in knowing that I would be challenging myself to a role that was out of my comfort zone. When getting cast as Leon Czolgosz, I was thrilled and looked forward to exploring this character’s backstory and reasoning behind the assassination. From doing Assassins I have been able to not only further my skillset but also gain many learning techniques that I will carry with me into my career in the future. Those of which I will be discussing in this essay, covering all the techniques I’ve learnt through the process of the show.  A key part of being able to fulfil a role to its full potential is the research and understanding done to get an all-round better idea of the character and their qualities. I’ve learnt that during this production research was even more essential as the whole musical was based off real life people and their stories. The musical Assassins was first performed in 1990 and was written by the incredible Stephen Sondheim. It’s quoted to be a ‘musical theatre exploration’ of nine people who succeeded or attempted to kill an American president. When rehearsing for our last production of ‘RENT’ the musical, Robbie wanted us to think about the world of the play in order to get a grasp on the overall feel of the show. I used this technique when thinking about this production as it was vital, I understood the meaning of the songs and the American political history behind them. 

Leon Czolgosz is mostly known for assassinating President William McKinley on September 16th 1901 while standing in a line of people awaiting to meet the president. He assassinated him in Buffalo during the Pan American Exposition in the Temple of Music. In the musical, the song ‘Ballad of Czolgosz’ showcases queuing and the ‘waiting time’ it took for Leon to shoot the president. Czolgosz was a polish immigrant who was disenchanted with the American way of life and the fact of an average person’s voice not being heard. He came from a very hard upbringing of poor wages and hard labour work. He started off my working in a mill in Cleveland at the age of 16 where his wages got cut down drastically due to strikes across the country. He then moved to settling on his father’s farm where he became extremely depressed before coming across the readings of anarchist Emma Goldman. He was interested in the work she did against the government, and he developed an obsession with her movement. He believed in her movement of anarchism being the only thing that was right for the country. After the assassination he was arrested straight away and confessed to the murder. He was then given a death sentence with 6 weeks to live and was sent to Auburn State Prison where he was electrocuted. Even though what he did was wrong, I believe that out of all the assassins his heart was in the right place but unfortunately his morals were in the other. I believe that Czolgosz’s actions were wrong, but his life was hard and he worked for all he had. Whenever I struggled or lost sense of the character, I always came back to my research to remind myself of how this is a real person’s story. 

When first beginning rehearsals, we had group sessions with James where we learnt to come together as one group and create stronger connections with each other. In one session with James, we looked at the stages of tension and how you can use them in your acting to make the scene look more realistic and achieve the overall mood you want for the scene. We also did an activity where we spoke to each other in gibberish using different emotions to establish connections with one another and see what scenarios we could come up with. I discovered this exercise to be very advantageous for further exploration for my character’s relationships with those around them.

 I found that when playing Czolgosz, I needed to have tension in my acting and physicality to come across as an angry, lost man. Every week we did a staged run through of the show, which is something I have never done before. It was by far one of the most beneficial methods to create characterisation by putting the text onto the stage and getting actors up on their feet straight away. I feel that this taught me to be more familiar with my lines and understand the responses of other characters around me in the scene. For example, when doing the bar scene Czolgosz has a monologue where he is informing other people just how hard his life has been with his line of work and the very little, he gets paid for it. In the first run through, I noticed that I was able to discover things about that speech that I wouldn’t have found if I wasn’t on my feet and active in the space. Another challenge for me whilst playing this role was to do the whole show in a polish accent which is something I have never had to do before. It was something I thoroughly enjoyed doing and I learnt how to perfect the accent by communicating with James and watching videos online of polish accents to get familiar with the sounds. 

One of the biggest challenges for me during this production and something that continues to be a weak spot for me is my physicality. When I’m performing, I sometimes find that I struggle to match my physicality of the character to the words I am saying. When working with James, I learnt that I need to ground myself more and be aware of my body when performing. I found that practicing the Meisner Technique was something that assisted me to ground myself to the floor and only focus on my eye contact and speech. From this, I then progressed onto using some physicality instructions and placing them into my scenes. For example, in the bar scene it was very important that my physicality matched my anger. Therefore, holding the bottle in a fist position instead of just in my hand would enable me to express more anger through my body language and make it obvious to the audience that I was about to break the bottle before Booth steps in. It was also crucial that I grounded myself during the ‘Gun Song’ and stood with a confident stance whilst the table moved. I felt that this was a challenge for me as I needed to use my multitasking skills to be able to think about the acting, harmonies and the table moving underneath me. This has taught me to be very self-aware on stage and know exactly where you need to be when performing and what you need to be achieving and reaching for every time you do the scene. When first exploring into Czolgosz and the kind of man he was, we knew that he was a working man, someone who worked for days and nights to ensure he had enough money to survive on. When characterizing Czolgosz, James and I spoke about how he would hold himself and what that would look like on stage. We discussed how he has a heavy walk and needed to appear stern to an audience. I found that when acting with this physicality it brought a whole new level of performance to my character as I felt I was able to become him more and feel the depth of the hard labour he’s had to go through all 27 years of his life. 

In comparison, I also had to learn harmonies that were challenging to grasp and that were hard to think about when putting songs onto its feet. One song that I found difficult to latch onto was the ‘Scene 16’ harmonies between all the assassins. This was because each line in the song had a different timing and you had to be able to hold a harmony by yourself sometimes with no assistance from another cast member. I was able to memorize the timings of my harmonies and after a few times we all put them together and it sounded very effective when all the lines were in place. The most important part of the vocal aspect of the show was diction. We were told by our musical director Barney that by including diction into our words and using an American accent, as a whole company the songs would sound much cleaner and more effective. From doing warmups every day, I found that my diction was already improving rapidly as those exercises set me up for the rehearsal room, allowing me to come into the space with a energised voice. I needed to make sure that I used lots of diction during my solo sections in ‘The Gun Song’ in order for the text to become clear to the audience. Learning The Gun Song was one of my biggest joys during the whole production because I got to have an opportunity to showcase how I can work both on my own and within a group vocally. I knew I needed to put raw emotion into the solo sections as he talks about how hard life is  and that it takes so many people working hard to make just one gun. The song really investigates Czolgosz’s heart and showcases the reasons why he is about to kill the president. I felt that I learned a lot from the process of perfecting my vocal diction and feeling in this song as well as thinking about the acting that needed to come across. 

In my opinion, there are three stages to Czolgosz’s story in the musical before the assassination. Firstly, there is the bar scene, where we see a very angry man feeling like he’s not being heard or listened to, followed by The Gun Song which showcases his vulnerability before the assassination of McKinley. In the scene with Emma Goldman who was played by William I found that there was a sense of desperation in Leon of not knowing where to go next but also that ‘fangirl’ moment of meeting someone you aspire to be. I think that me and Willam were able to explore into the physicality and proxemics of the two characters and work out how they would touch each other. To do this we did an exercise with James where William touched my face and hands from different angles to see wat connected with me the most. In the script, it stated that Goldman kisses Czolgosz but we felt that by looking at his hands instead this would relate more to the text and him as a character.  We wanted her to see his filthy, working hands and for him to feel embarrassed that she’s looking at them that closely. I found that this scene was most likely the most difficult to do on a transverse stage, but it did suit the scene when Czolgosz exits it makes more of a clear exit from the scene. Working in a transverse stage has been a challenge but I knew that this song wouldn’t have belonged anywhere else other than this theatre with this setup because even the old building style suited the essence of the show also. As well as playing the role of Czolgosz, I was also a part of the ensemble numbers, and I was able to improve many of my team work and communication skills while doing so. Especially during the opening number when we needed to work as a company to advertise slick and tight movement followed by menacing facial expressions.

 To conclude my essay, doing this production has allowed me to learn many new skills and helped me to improve my overall performance quality. It has allowed me to work in a professional environment with incredible cast members and production team. 
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