Far from Les Miserables
If you have followed theatre over the last 25 years or so, then you will probably have come across the name of Peter Polycarpou. I was blown away by an early eighties RSC production of Titus Andronicus in which he played Aaron the Moor. His other roles have included Grantaire and  Thenardier in the original production of Les Miserables , and you may have caught him on television in Birds of a Feather and Eastenders. More recently he has had the lead West End roles in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang and Imagine This. 

Peter then is, without doubt, a premiere performer, but what we discovered on his workshop last Tuesday is that he is also a natural and gifted teacher. 

The cast of 48 are used to improvisation and intense work, and our own rehearsals around the death of Eponine have led to tearful moments, but the passion and commitment he conjured on “At the End of the Day” were really quite special. There was total surrender to the emotions of this moment and when 48 people do that simultaneously, it is a very powerful and liberating experience. Peter’s combination of compliment and criticism, bold words and whispered, allowed the magic to take place.

While his focus was on the importance of the company and individual responsibility to the collective goal, he also spent time pushing the principal performers, really challenging them over what they were saying and why. There is security in ensemble work, but this attention was direct, leaving individuals challenged in a very personal and exposing way. If not everyone felt comfortable with the in-your –face eye-contact and intense questioning, it was done at the perfect time to encourage reflection and re-evaluation of what could be achieved.
The final session of the day brought the company back together to work on the Epilogue and as part of that, establishing a direct connection with the audience. The charm and demand for excellence again brought out the intensity.
The workshop allowed people to see what is possible. Its effect was still strong two days later, with more people than ever having the confidence to share their ideas and shape the work. The workshop was funded by the YSA and its support is very much appreciated - 48 pupils and 3 teachers had a very special experience that certainly helped with preparations for Les Miserables, but I am sure the impact will go further than that. Mr Polycarpou – actor, teacher and alchemist – thank you.
