Major Production (ADPA7007/C): 
Miss Littlewood (Drafft 1)
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Hannah Novello Bianchi-Jones (2003809)
The aim for the major production module was to write a detailed analysis of character physicality, research and journey throughout the show. In response to this, I will be discussing how I developed the role of Joan Littlewood in our University’s production of Sam Kenyon’s musical, ‘Miss Littlewood’; from the beginning of the process, to the extensive research throughout rehearsal weeks and how everything shaped together in the technical/production week.
	‘Miss Littlewood’, which is a musical based on the life of Joan Littlewood, celebrating her life and legacy of pushing theatrical boundaries, inspires creativity, challenges conventions, and shapes a future where theatre becomes a platform for social change and artistic innovation. The writer, composer and lyricist of this trailblazing show is Sam Kenyon, who majored in English Literature at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, before going on to train as a singer and voice instructor at the Royal Academy of Music in London. He currently works as the Voice Team Leader for the Royal Academy of Music's teaching diploma, as well as a repertoire coach for their Musical Theatre Department, and he has his own private teaching practise in his home in South East London. On Friday, the 16th of June, we were lucky enough to interview Kenyon over Zoom, and the first questioned I asked was “What inspired you to write this musical?” He said that he was inspired to write this story when he met Murray Melvin, who was in the same show as him in Nottingham Playhouse in 2005, “He told me about this woman called Joan Littlewood and I didn’t know her name, I’m ashamed to say...” (Kenyon, S. 2023). Kenyon shared many train journeys and conversations with Melvin during their time working at Nottingham Playhouse, “Basically I got so fascinated by him, I’d buy or watch the thing that he’d told me about each week... I bought this book then, which is Joan’s Book, on his recommendation, and I started reading it...”. (Kenyon, S. 2023). In 2013, Kenyon started writing the musical, “I saw the book on my shelf again and I’d always wondered what it was like for Stephen Sondheim to write to Julie Stein and say “have you read Gypsy’s Biography?” or Lloyd Webber to contact whoever it was who wrote Evita... I always wondered what that moment of excitement might feel like and so I started reading this again and the moment that really grabbed me was when I read that she’d (Joan Littlewood) left RADA without graduating and then walked to Manchester.” (Kenyon, S. 2023). In June 2018, ‘Miss Littlewood’ premièred at the Swan Theatre, Stratford upon-Avon. It was produced by the Royal Shakespeare Company and directed by Erica Whyman.My fundamental questions for the show
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Wedi cynhyrchu’r disgrifiad yn awtomatig]On our first day of rehearsals, our director Angharad Lee asked us what our fundamental question for the show was, and whatever other questions were raised from our first one, we were asked to write them down. We were then asked to share our questions with each other, and if something stood out in particular to someone else, we circled that question. Out of the list of questions I had, two of them stood out to my peers, “What are coping mechanisms for dealing with absent parents?” and “How did men have an effect on her career?”. I felt that this task really helped me with the early steps of discovering the core of Joan Littlewood’s character, as I was able to delve deeper into the possible reasonings behind her career and life choices. This also helped me create my own version of her, which was very important, especially because our director wanted us to avoid focusing too much on her mannerisms and more on finding [image: Llun yn cynnwys cyngerdd, nenfwd, bwrdd, llwyfan

Wedi cynhyrchu’r disgrifiad yn awtomatig]aspects of Joan within ourselves. 
Following the fundamental question task, we then discussed how the staging and style of the show would work. Our director wanted a cabaret atmosphere to the show, by placing tables on the stage, where audience members could sit, having all the props for the show on stage already, and placing the band in the middle of the stage. This would create an ideal Brechtian style performance, because we were able to easily interact with the audience and include them in the production, “Epic theatre (Brechtian theatre) breaks the fourth wall, the imaginary wall between the actors and audience which keeps them as observers. They are active members of the theatrical experience as they are kept thinking throughout, not switching off.” (BBC. 2023). Bertolt Brecht was one of the most influential playwrights of the 20th century, and wrote a total of 31 plays that were produced. I felt very excited as this was my first time properly using Brechtian Techniques in a performance. Previously, I had used a more naturalistic, Stanislavski aproach, but researching more into Brecht and Joan Littlewood made me realize why Brecht’s Techniques would suit this show much better. Joan Littlewood was using Bertolt Brecht’s principles for a long time before anyone in Britain or the West had even heard of him; Brecht’s anti-war play, Mother Courage and Her Children, which Littlewood directed and starred in, was one of her most famous productions, and had its London première in 1955 thanks to Littlewood’s theatre company, Theatre Workshop. “Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956), a trenchant opponent of war, whose play Mother Courage and her Children (1939) presents the deeply contradictory motivations informing human behaviour at the fault line of barbarism and civilisation” (Parker, S. 2014. P. 1). Similarly to Littlewood, Brecht wrote political films and plays in order to educate his audience. The umbrella title used for his techniques is ‘verfremdungseffekt’, “The V-effect consists of turning the object of which one is to be made aware… from something ordinary, familiar, immediately accessible, into something peculiar, striking and unexpected” (Bertolt, B – no date). When Joan Littlewood and her Theatre Workshop wanted to do their own production of Mother Courage, they wrote to Brecht, and he replied with a letter saying that one of his conditions was that Joan Littlewood must play Mother Courage, “That you play Mother Courage was the condition of our contract and I cannot abandon this condition under any circumstances” (Bertolt, B. 1955). 
We used the V-effect, or alienation technique, to detach the audience and the characters from becoming too emotionally involved in the story. I found this technique very helpful to my portrayal of Joan, especially considering how tragic some of the themes within the script are e.g. in the song ‘Goodbye’, which is the twelfth scene in the first Act, where she gives herself an abortion; a scene which could easily become highly emotional for the both the actor and the audience. However, by using the alienation technique, it keeps the audience’s focus on the story, rather than getting distracted by their emotions. Another Brechtian technique we used was placards, “a sign or additional piece of written information presented onstage. The musical, Miss Saigon, for example, used a slideshow to demonstrate the loss of lives in the Vietnam War which was highly effective.” (BBC, 2023). Brecht used placards to remind the audience that what they were witnessing on stage was not real, and therefore breaking the fourth wall. In Act Two, Scene Twenty-Five, I used three placards with facts displayed on them, stating how many lives had been lost during the War. This was a very direct way of addressing the audience and provoking their opinions.
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One of the points that were made by our director in early discussions, was that we should never be afraid of caricature, “a drawing or written or spoken description of someone that usually makes them look silly by making part of their appearence or character more noticeable than it really is” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). This was something Brecht embraced in his work, such as his 1941 satirical play, The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, in which he portrays Hitler as a gangster, “The playwright’s caricature of a Hitler-like gangster” (Schwartz, A. 2018). As there are so many characters in Miss Littlewood, and only eight cast members, we all had to multi-roll to a certain extent. My main role was that of Joan Littlewood, but I also played the principal of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) in Act One, Scene Seven, and an officer at The Arts Council for some small scenes. With the help of caricature, I was able to display an obvious difference between each of my roles; when I was playing the principal of RADA, I used an exaggerated, slightly high pitch RP accent, which I was taught by Rhian Cronshaw during my Accent and Dialect Module at the beginning of the MA course, and I also used a lot of hand gestures to portray false enthusiasm. When portraying The Arts Council, I used a more robotic approach with both my voice and my body by speaking in a customer service-like way and repeating movements with papers to show a lack of interest or care. “Brecht wanted his work to revolutionise theatre's bourgeois values and bring about social and political change.” (Gordon, R. 2017) – which is exactly what Joan Littlewood wanted, and so it is no surprise that she was influenced so much by his work. 
	It was very important for me to establish my journey throughout this show from the very beginning, as my character was narrating her own life story most of the time. I decided that Joan had played this musical in her head so many times, and this time she was going to make a decision by the end of it: whether or not to leave the Theatre Workshop and go to Paris. In order to reach this decision by the end of the show, I had to make sure that I was always actively listening to the other characters who were re-creating the key events of Joan’s life. These were some questions I came up with in the early reahearsals that I thought would be useful for my character trajectory: How does Joan react to different parts of her life? How does she look at certain people? How does she feel about them? Where are the impulses? How does she feel about her past beliefs and choices? These questions proved very useful for when a scene of Joan’s life was playing out and she was just watching. This would also help the audience understand how certain parts of her past had effected her, as they could watch my reactions as a guide. We also decided that we would have a pre-set as part of the show, which the audience could watch. We could use this time to check props, change the placement of the set, and interact with the audience. I found this time crucial for setting up my character’s objectives and really sinking into her physicality. I found it especially helpful when we had an audience, as I could improvise as Joan and initiate conversations with them. It was also interesting to play around with how Joan would react to certain things that the audience would do e.g. when a member of the audience offered me some coca-cola, I had fun playing around with how Joan would react to this. I said I would prefer some tea and offered a cup of tea to them. 
Since I was narrating my own life story, I would usually start and end the scenes myself, which I found quite difficult. This was a challenge as I sometimes mixed up the scene numbers in my lines, and so I had to write down every cue line I had in the right order and look over them frequently. Active listening and thinking also helped me a lot with this, as the more I tuned into each scene I wasn’t a part of, the easier it became to follow her life story smoothly. One of the most helpful methods I found in developing my character was in our final week of rehearsals, when our director sent me out into town for half an hour to interact with strangers as Joan Littlewood. It was so exciting to completely improvise and initiate conversations with people in completely different ways to how I usually would. I’m quite friendly, apologetic and polite as a person, which is the polar opposite to Joan. I found myself more curious about my surroundings and the people I encountered; I also felt more opinionated and ready to act on my impulses. I spoke to an employee at Tesco and instead of saying something like, “Hi, I’m sorry to bother you, but do you enjoy your job?” I asked him directly, “Hello, do you enjoy your job?”. It felt strange at first to be so direct, but I also enjoyed feeling powerful and unapolegetic about my curiosity. I also talked to strangers and asked their opinion on things like my sunglasses, the way Cardiff has changed and the cost of items in shops rising. It was interesting to see different people’s opinions and reactions to me, and to let myself react on any impulses I had e.g. I wanted to try on a pair of someone’s sunglasses, and so I just asked. The woman who I asked rejected me, but I just brushed off that rejection and moved on.
An important lesson I learnt about Joan from reading her autobiography, Joan’s Book, and interviewing Sam Kenyon, was that she was a very emotional person, but how she chose to deal with and show those emotions was the real thing to consider. When we interviewed Kenyon, he suggested to hold off on showing her emotions and to shrug any time I felt I was about to cry or get too caught up in the emotions, and so I struggled to find how to react to certain parts of her life, such as in Act One, scene sixteen, where she is recalling the first night she spent with her life partner, Gerry Raffles. However, upon further discussions with my director, we came to the conclusion that I could act on those emotions and then catch myself and try and move on or brush them under the carpet, as if someone had walked in on me in a vulnerable, emotional position when I didn’t want them to. I was scared at first of being overly emotional in my final solo, Decent Day, but I learnt that it was ok to trust my gut and my impulses, and let myself feel whatever came out. I could use the journey of my life portrayed throughout the show as fuel to that final song.
	How I felt about Gerry Raffles was also a major thing to consider throughout the play, as she loved him a lot and they had been through so much together. The fact that she chose to end her autobiography with him says a lot, P.s. Christmas 1974... Gerry came. He sat outside the hut roasting chestnuts for us. It was his last Christmas” (Littlewood, J. 2003).
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