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Performing ‘Rent’ has been one of the most unforgettable experiences of my time in UWTSD, and it has taught me so many skills and techniques that I will carry with me throughout my career. Throughout the project we were instructed to keep a journal that covered everything that we had learnt throughout the weeks of rehearsal leading up to the production. By doing this, I have been able to reflect on my performance and overlook the improvements I have made in this project. 

When first beginning rehearsals, Robbie asked us to investigate the world of the play and conduct some research on our characters. Rent is a 1996 rock musical written by Jonathan Larson. The musical tells the story of a group of young artists who are trying to survive and live their own lives in Manhattan, New York City with the dark shadow of HIV/AIDS under them. It surrounds people who just trying to be themselves and express who they are along with the struggles of people who don’t accept them for who they are. When conducting our research, we were asked to look at the AIDS epidemic at the time as it is always the underlying thought for every character throughout the show. Through doing research I was able to get a better understanding of this world as I believe that doing research is an essential part of being able to understand a role and being able to portray that role authentically. AIDS was first discovered by doctors who found a pneumonia like disease in gay men during 1981. It was mostly passed by people who were intravenous drug users who shared needles, or it could be passed on by having a sexual partner(s) that had the disease. There were many medications that were made to try and cure the terminal condition and in 1987 a drug called Azidothymidine (AZT) was made to treat HIV. Many people in the states couldn’t afford to pay for the very expensive drug priced at $16,500. When doing this research, I also found advertisements online that showed the unknown shadows of the disease and appeared to be disturbing. Robbie also asked us to go through the script and analyse our character’s. I did this alongside Evie where we looked at what people say about Mimi, what she says about others and the information within the play to help with given circumstances. 

When being in rehearsals for long hours each day, we sometimes found it difficult to maintain focus and concentration throughout the week. Each session began with a physical and vocal warmup that was then followed by a period of mindfulness. This started with a group medication alongside Jesse who would guide us through it, giving us mantras such as ‘I am enough’ to repeat in our heads. I felt that this helped wash away any negative thoughts and enabled for a stronger rehearsal environment. 

One of the first scenes in the show we looked at was the song ‘Contact’. The song is more of a spoken word piece that follows with a track. To make this song efficient and realistic, we needed to be physically comfortable with our partners and each other as a group. We did many exercises with Jesse where we worked on physical touch and connection. One of these exercises being crawling around on the floor with our eyes shut and trying to feel for other people on the floor, getting as close to them as we could. This helped to enable trust with each other, alongside the exercise of walking around the room with your eyes closed and entrusting your partner to guide you around without bumping into anyone else. I worked closely with Charlotte, and we were able to let loose and establish a strong intimate connection as characters to make our performance realistic. We learnt that the rehearsal room is a safe space where there are no boundaries and that checking in with your partner before doing anything physical is extremely important to achieve a high-quality performance. 

I was very fortunate to be able to be the understudy for Mimi in the show as well as being a part of a strong ensemble. During the first couple of sessions with my tutors, Evie and I had a session with our choreographer Jesse who spoke to us about the characteristics of Mimi and how we need to consider the fact that taking heroin can affect the way she holds herself. Mimi is a sexy, optimistic, and likeable character with many dark secrets. We learn that she works in a strip club called the ‘Cat Scratch Club’ and that she must have had a very hard childhood growing up. We decided that her parents probably took drugs too and that she moved to Manhattan at a young age by herself, trying to make money to pay her rent by working as a stripper. We researched into women of the 80’s in America and iconic women of the time to see who she would most probably look up to. During the session with Jesse, we looked at how Mimi would walk and what her physicality would be. We did this by giving ourselves different scenarios that she would be in that may affect her physicality. For example, we imagined her getting ready for work, having a confident walk and direct eye contact to be able to bring her sexiness to the surface. We also came up with a few mannerisms she may have when she wants her fix of drugs, like tapping her leg or fidgeting with her hands, and by looking at the characteristics of heroin such as depression, euphoria, irritability, extreme itching, or paranoia. 

I was also fortunate enough to play several other characters in the show that were all extremely different, and all have challenged me in different ways. Firstly, during the song ‘Christmas Bells’ I played the role of ‘The Man’ who is Roger’s old drug dealer and is now trying to get Mimi to buy from him.  In ‘Christmas Bells’ my job was to lure the women around me to the drugs I had and do so throughout the song. Robbie had the vision of ‘The Man’ being almost another love of Mimi’s to symbolize her love for heroin and the fact that it’s a vital for her to take it. Robbie inspired me to physicalize this by touching Mimi in an intimate way when giving her the drugs in ‘Happy New Year B’ and lure her into a dark, dodgy alleyway. I felt that this direction was the right choice to make as I was able to be more mysterious and portray a darker character. The song ‘Christmas Bells’ took a longer amount of time in rehearsals as there was a lot of things happening at once, and when rehearsing the harmonies with John we were able to get into the characters more also trying to think carefully about the way we wanted to portray each lyric. 

With the character of Alexi Darling, I had to portray the opposite to ‘The Man’ and become a much more confident, wealthier, con artist. Playing the role of Alexi was by far my favourite out of them all, it is a role that I aspired to do when first starting rehearsals. It allowed me to bring out the comedy side of my acting and become more confident with my acting decisions. Alexi is a reporter for a company called Buzz line who want to hire Mark for almost a year. She performs two voicemails in the show which are a year apart in time. To get the right tone and approach to these voicemails, I made sure that I conducted research into the Hamptons to get a more well-rounded understanding of Alexi. The Hamptons are considered as the ‘richer’ parts of New York, they are common summer destinations for those of the higher class and contain designer boutiques and fancy restaurants. As well as playing many dark and bright characters, I also played the role of Paul who is the leader of the AIDS support group where people who had the disease or knew someone who died or is living with the disease. It’s for the community to come together and share their experiences with each other and feel like they have people for support. I really felt that I needed to attach myself to this role more than some of the others because I needed to feel emotionally what the people in the group were feeling to help and support them. 

Throughout this project, we have all needed to learn how to be vulnerable on stage and try to understand what these young people were going through at that time. During the first few weeks of rehearsals, we started working on a song called ‘Will I’ which features in the first act of the play. This song focused on reflecting and remembering those who have sadly passed from the disease. As a class, we needed to understand and think about what these people were feeling and realise that the characters we were all playing had real issues in society and were seen by some as outcasts. During the rehearsal of this song, Robbie decided that we were going to research a real-life person who had died from the disease and commemorate them by placing a picture of them on the memorial board on stage.  Robbie then sent us a task of going onto the official AIDS memorial website and selecting a person we wanted to remember who we felt we connected with. I decided to select a woman named Kathleen Gail Bowman who died of AIDS due to her new partner having the disease and not knowing about it, however she was an alcoholic and struggled terribly with her addiction. We had a heart to heart with Robbie and Jesse who were trying to help us understand what it must have been like for them, that they only wanted to have love and give love and had that taken away from them because of a disease. There was a moment in rehearsals where we started to discuss it as a class and got emotional, allowing us to have a deeper connection with the lyrics. Throughout the process, John has always told us to be aware that we are always singing words and therefore need to know the meaning behind them. We felt that we had a breakthrough with finding the connection and allowing ourselves to be vulnerable on stage every time we performed the piece. In comparison to this, in the song ‘I’ll Cover You Reprise’ we needed to be emotionally vulnerable, and I felt that this happened naturally as we all felt connected as a group. As well as being emotional we also needed to learn how to be confident, strong women during the ensemble part of ‘Out Tonight’. I felt that this dance challenged me to be more confident with my body and Jesse really encouraged and helped us maintain the energy throughout rehearsals. Also, dancing in three-inch heels was a challenge but made for a stronger performance infinitely. We were also asked to come up with a stripper name and background so that we could get into the character more and think about the reason they have to do this job In the first place. 

During tech and show week the pressure of the show coming up started to hit everybody and therefore caused some minor setbacks. However, we pulled together to make sure everyone was comfortable and ready to work. When we got into the theatre, it was an amazing experience to finally see everything coming together. I felt that by being in costume, with the outstanding set and creative team we were able to take this show to a higher level and have an even stronger connection with the characters than ever before. 
One of my personal challenges for this project was to have more self-confidence and be able to go up to Robbie and ask for a role that I aspire for in the show such as Alexi. I feel that at the beginning of the project I had a real self-doubt stage where I didn’t believe in my own talent but throughout the project, I have built my confidence by challenging myself with certain aspects of the show. I did this by really giving my determination and skill to every role I played and showcasing the ability of changing characters who all have different objectives in the play. To conclude, I feel that this project has given me so many more skills and has been a pleasure to perform in and rehearse. I am very hopeful that these skills will help me achieve more in my time in university, continuing to improve my work standard. 
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