VIDEO 10 - Interview with actor Noah Mullins 
 
J:	Hi, this is the special bonus video on the companion website, and I'm here in sunny Sydney, Australia, and I'm interviewing a wonderful young actor called Noah Mullins, and he's going to talk a little bit about his experience in the business and the ‘It’ Factor. Welcome, Noah. 

N:	Thanks for having me.

J:	So, tell us a little bit of the Noah Mullins story.

 N:	Well, I've been working in the industry for about six years now. My first show was West Side Story. I grew up an expat kid, which helped shape a lot of the way that I kind of navigate the business. I lived in France for six years. I lived in San Diego for two years, and I lived out in the Blue Mountains for a long time as well.

J:	Your parents loved musical theatre. Did I read that somewhere? 

N:	Yeah. My mum and dad did musicals with PMCC out in Penrith, and then my mum was like Velma Kelly, my dad was Billy Flynn, and they did shows together all the time. And I was just in the audience, and I knew the lyrics better than most of the onstage cast at the time, so they just kind of kept me doing it. 

J:	And you loved it. You obviously loved it since you were really little.

N:	Yeah. Well, I grew up with my mom, as we were saying before, my mom reading me stories when I was a kid and putting on voices and stuff, and I was like, I like this, and I just wanted to tell stories as well. 

J:	So the storytelling is what grabbed you? 

N:	Oh my God, yeah. Yeah. I think because I was an expat kid, we were moving around so much, there wasn't a lot of time for me to make a lot of friends quickly. And so for me, I just had to kind of be okay with my own company. And so I was in the forests in Fontainebleau, France, just running around, coming up with stories in my head and playing so intensely and making it feel alive. And that kind of was the bedrock of what I do now. 

J:	Wonderful. Okay. Now, I think I saw you back in 2019 at the Opera House in Sydney playing Riff in West Side Story. And you were all of, how old? 

N:	I was nineteen at the time.

J:	So no traditional pathway of going to a university to study for three or four years? 

N:	No. 

J:	Tell us a little bit about what training you had prior to literally leaving school and getting straight into the business. 

N:	Yeah. Well, I had done a lot of amateur theatre when I was a kid. In San Diego, I did so many shows. I did a couple when I was in high school. But my high school, they just had a pretty solid arts program and a lot of teachers that really believed in me and that really championed what I was trying to do. I started dancing when I was 15, 14, something like that. And it was really cool because I was surrounded by a whole bunch of men teaching, which was new for me, especially in the dance world.

And they just encouraged me and taught me how to play between being quite hyper-masculine in the art form or stepping into a bit of femininity as well, which I thought was really beneficial. But they just championed me to work hard and to keep going. And then I think I grew quickly because of that.

But that's my only experience. I had singing lessons as well in my high school, my beautiful teacher, Terry. And that's kind of it.

And then I booked West Side Story before my HSC. 

J:	Wow. 

N:	So I was kind of chilling.

J:	Wow. That is amazing. But you know what? I saw you and I have to say that there is a grace that has come with the way that you move that I think must have come from some of the balletic training that you've got.

N:	Oh my God, yes. 

J:	And I think when I saw you most recently as Orpheus in Hadestown, which just blew me away, it's your ability to inhabit the moment, to be real, to be believable, to be present. That is the ‘It’ Factor that this book is about and that I want to get to talk to you about now.

So Noah, I am talking about the ‘It’ Factor being when we find something in us that all sort of connects together and creates something greater than the sum of its parts. That's what I'm also calling performance synergy. Tell me about what it feels like inside you when you are alive and connected and in the moment. How does that feel or what do you think it is in you that works? 

N:	Well, I think that it's different for everyone. And the first couple of roles, it was different. So like on Riff, it was like, do the job, be good at it. And so I'm like, try to be really precise. And so that kind of was fuelling the fire for a long time. But I don't know that that's always sustainable.

And so when I did Rent, Mark had to tell the story to the audience. It was his job to make sure that they understood what was going on the whole time. And it felt like I would hold the audience and bring them along with me.

And so what I learned on that show, which I think made Orpheus possible for me, was if I love what I'm doing, people just get around it. The same way we've been kind of speaking today, because you're so passionate about this book and you're so passionate about this work, I'm like, all ears. I'm here for it.

But because I'm so passionate and I love the work so, so much, I just have people's attention. And so that's kind of my version of it. I forget an audience is there.

I kind of forget that there's a director and a producer and all these people telling me exactly what to do and how to do it. And I just try to love it as much as possible. And when I do that, I kind of go into this dream state, this kind of actor’s ‘high’ thing, and it just takes over.

And I think that's my thing. It's just like loving it so much that people just can't not be like, oh, I'm interested. 

J:	So that is, in fact, one of your methods or frameworks… is just connect to it yourself so much and then just let it flow through you.

That's that actor’s ‘high’ you talk about. It's almost like a flow state. 

N:	It is really that. And Orpheus, that's the whole gig on that show. And every time we did a song, like all of the epics that he sings on the guitar, they were like, this needs to be a flow state, actor’s high, a dream sequence. That's something that he just falls into it and it happens.

And I was like, oh, great. It makes the job so easy. So let's talk about how you warm up or how you, and I don't mean just physically warm up, but if there are any frameworks or methods or things that you like to do before a performance to set yourself up so that that dream state, that flow can happen.

With Orpheus, because he's a bit of a bard and he's kind of, the job of a bard is to tell stories, to understand the lore of the world and all that. And so he would have that kind of knowledge in the back of his mind too. So I thought it was important to know everything outside of the story of Orpheus and Eurydice, not just that one.

So it was important for me to know about all the gods in Greek myths, not all, but a good deal of the Pantheon or that kind of stuff. Cause that's what he would know. And having that kind of experience kind of gave me a little bit of a way to make him feel a bit more real in my body.

But then when you rehearse, you just got to survive. Rehearsals are gruelling, but it was a time for me to actually finally breathe and take in the role, separate from all the research. Like I did so much research to the point where it was no longer necessary.

And I'm able to just sit with the character, the fellow actors that I was working with, my gorgeous Abigail, who was my Eurydice. And just to talk about the small connections between characters. For Orpheus and Eurydice, it was finding out what their love language was.

So Eury's is physical touch, it was a beautiful thing that Euri really needed because she never got it before. Whereas Orpheus needs, loves to kind of gift-give or words of affirmation or things like that. It was just really nice to kind of come up with those tiny things that you wouldn't see in the script that you wouldn't necessarily, they're in the script, but not overtly. And that stuff really helps me kind of come up with the character in a three-dimensional space. 

And then the show, it's just, again, surviving. I'm just trying to like, I wake up and I do all the things that make me feel like Noah as much as possible. So that when I come to work, I have a full battery to be able to deplete all of it in that two-hour span. 

J:	And having seen you in that role, I felt that you literally… there was nothing left. It was… sacrificial  was the word that came to me. That it was totally and utterly sacrificial. So you do, you leave nothing in the tank. No.

N: Oh no. On that show, absolutely not. 

J:	One of the things I just heard you say was that you fill up with a whole of yourself so that you can literally open up and give the whole of yourself.

N:	Absolutely. Hadestown is the most antisocial I've ever been in my life. All I've ever wanted was a role like this. I've always wanted to play a role that had a full arc was important to me, important to the audience. And that just had so many different avenues to tackle that arc. And so for Hadestown, I'm not an actor that can reproduce the same product every night.

I have to bend or change or not change but just offer a different mood or breath or energy to another actor. A freshness. A freshness to kind of keep it going all the time.

But what that means is, is finding different ways to make sense of that crazy story. And so it was important to me every night to be so focused and so on and present that I couldn't really spend a lot of time outside of the job doing much. I really had to just sleep as much as I could, eat, drink good things, be healthy.

But when people were like, hey, let's hang out. I was like, we're going to hang out once the show is done. We're going to hang out once I have a break.

But it truly for me was like every day, just being really open and listening and empathetic to what's happening on the stage that I'm able to grab it or tap into something to fully kind of exercise this character and towards the end of the show. 

J:	So you feel the it factor as passion and as giving, as generously giving. How aware are you of the interaction between yourself and the audience? 

N:	The audience, not so much. On Rent, a lot. Like the whole show was, I was interacting with the audience more than I was interacting with the cast on that show. Because the fourth wall was down. Yeah. And his job was to literally look at them in the eyes and say, do you see what's happening? 

Whereas Orpheus, the fourth wall is so high. Like I don't really ever get a chance to connect with them until I run through the audience, which we turned, I turned into, I made the audience the river Styx so that I could stay in it. Because if I'm looking around at people who are like, oh my God, there's an actor going past, then I will kind of lose it. And I like to be as present as possible. So I turned them into the river Styx so that when they stared at me, I was like, they're dead souls staring at me.

And that would evoke something. And then I'll be able to use that to kind of keep the ball rolling a little bit. 

J:	But connecting with your actors, fellow actors on stage and finding the play with them is where you'll, you feel that synergy, that magic happens?

N:	That's where it happens the most. Cause I think that like, if I did a one person show, like it'd be alright. But if I did like, you know, if I have a cast member who feeds off me, like I need those little conversations that happen in between scenes.

You're like, I thought this cool thing, did you feel that? And then we kind of flesh it out and come up with more of an idea of what that moment meant or what that moment could mean or whatever it is. And that stuff is what really fuels me. And so having other actors who look at me in the eye, send that offer, like the gorgeous Adrian, who was my Hades, he would scream at me every day in like a different kind of way.

He would never let me know what was going to come out just so that I was always kind of on my toes a little bit, but we gave each other permission to do that. So you could respond truthfully in the moment. 

J:	So truthfulness, I think is really a huge part of the factor.

N:	Yeah. And my gorgeous Eurydice would change the show a little bit every night. And I was lucky enough to have a lot of cast changes in that show, which I love cast changes.

And it was nice that all my Eurys were dedicated. They would say like, I've had a couple of days off from the show. And so now I've come up with a whole bunch of things that are going to make you cry.

And I'm like, hell yeah. Like, I love it. I love it.

J:	So you cry and a lot and you find that easy just to let it come from what you're receiving on stage? 

N:	It's therapeutic. It's really lovely. Like it's a blessing to have a role that has to kind of feel so much. And especially in a role like Orpheus that has to feel so much so unapologetically. Like he doesn't have anything that's stopping him from being kind of going in between kind of gender norms in that show.

Like he's a demigod and he doesn't really have anybody around him that influences how he's supposed to be emotionally. And so when he, you know, when I got the role, I was like, OK, well, Christine Anu is going to be playing my Hermes. And, you know, I was raised by my mum and I don't I never really had a lot of pressure to be super masculine and hold feelings. And so Orpheus isn't going to. And so whenever I had a scene that I felt like was a beautiful moment for him to tear up or cry, I was like, just let it go. Yeah.

Like the scene I would cry in the most is not even really the sad ones. There's a scene where he's saying how much he loves her. And I was just like that scene, I think, was the scene that was most important for him to cry the most in. Yeah. And so I barely sung that song Promises in the second act. I was like, I don't really care to sing this or make this sound good.

I just think that he needs to be so overcome by his love for her that it just has to come out. 

J:	And how do you find that? It's it's inside you already as Noah. But do you find that that… 

N:	Empathy, 

J:	Empathy? 

N:	I think it's empathy. I think that's the biggest strength for me, at least as an actor. But I think when I talk to other actors, I'm like empathy is your biggest tool in doing a show. I just think that if I was to see someone like Orpheus doing what he's doing, I would cry. You know what I mean? Like I would feel a lot if I was in the audience, I would probably be doing that, too. And so I know like… and this is another Mark thing. Like on Mark — If I was sad, the audience was sad.

If I was happy, the audience was happy just because of the way that he kind of goes through that show. And so I kind of learned that trick with Orpheus and I was like, OK, I need the audience to feel so much right now to win them over, to love Orpheus or to want to protect him or to just feel something towards him to justify what's going to happen next. And so I was like, the way that I'm going to do that is to cry in this moment.

J:	Your immersion is incredible. You really just go there. I was going to ask one little question. You hit the theatre, you do the warm-up. Yeah. How do you, how does full, complete Noah become Orpheus in those, that pre-show time to before suddenly lights up and we're there? 

N:	Well, for Orpheus, every show needs something different. And I think that's what's exciting about doing a show is finding those things. But for Orpheus, what I found was he didn't need much for the first act. The first act, it was going to warm up, giving everybody a hug, chatting, just doing whatever, laughing and just getting that kind of love from people and connection.

And then the second one was complete isolation. So like in Act Two, sorry, in the intermission. So I had like a 30-minute vocal warm up that I repeated every day that my vocal coach gave me.

And then I just went on stage, played a little bit of the guitar to kind of warm up my hands a bit and then just ran on stage. And we kind of all are backstage together. So we were just talking and getting to know each other and, you know, all that kind of stuff.

But then in Act Two for intermission, it was like lights off. I had a candle, like an electric candle that I just turn on and just look, at and play really nice music like that's similar to Hadestown, but might help me picture what the underworld is. So I had a very clear vision of what the journey to the underworld looked like for Orpheus.

And when I once I kind of got that, I was able to just go on stage and start because my first number in the show in Act Two was If It's True, which is the blood number where I'm screaming and crying and everything. And that comes out of nothing. You just got to find it and go.

So for intermission, it was turn lights off, sit with a candle and just kind of breathe and centre myself. 

J:	And that knowledge of how to journey to Hades is already in you. So it's easy to tap straight in.

N:	So I can just go, yep, yep, cool. But at the beginning, it was really sitting, thinking about it and digesting it. But then towards the end, I was like, OK, cool, got it. Let me listen to something that just kind of makes me breathe or feel or cry or whatever it is. And then I can go in and do my thing. But that's for me, like when I was saying before all the research that I do, I do so much research to the point where it's no longer useful in the rehearsal process.

But what's nice about it is I can revisit that research once the show becomes kind of regular and go, “Oh, this is a thing I thought about way back when I didn't need it for rehearsals. But let me try it today and see what inspires me in the show.” Yeah, well, keeps me like… keeps the energy going, I think.

J:	When you see the effect in other actors that you've watched on stage, what do you see? How does the ‘It’ Factor look to you? 

N:I think it's like I think it is that. I see it with people who love what they do and if they are looking for the truth of the thing, like, you know, I know that Orpheus isn't perfect. I know that he messes up. I know that he has flaws. I know all of that stuff. But as the person stepping into his shoes, it's important for me to not judge those things.

And so if I'm finding honesty in that character, and I can see the kind of reasoning behind why he would make mistakes or why he's flawed. Then I'm able to deliver a character that feels three-dimensional and rich, and something that I can love doing. And so what I enjoy is watching actors who find the truth in their characters that are not have no judgment behind them and love that person.

Like, I know I finished Orpheus a week ago and it feels like I've had a breakup. Like, you know what I mean? Like, I love him. He's just so like a part of me and it feels like cells of Orpheus grew in me and I have to let them go now, which is a beautiful thing.

So I truly —  empathy. I think it's a way to go. It always comes back to empathy.

I teach a little bit when I'm not doing big shows, and every time students are trying to come up with characters or roles or something like that, I genuinely like the two things are just like —  figuring out who you are because then you have more to give to a character. So, and then just to have a lot of empathy in the world. Like if I, I think on Jagged, if I hadn't really found out who I was, I wouldn't have had the tools to give to Mark or to give to Orpheus.

Like, but then once I kind of figured out that's what I want to do with the role, we just made it so that in act one, he had his, he was unmasked completely, and he was just so himself. And that's a beautiful thing. And that's something that you can laugh with.

And from the moment he's there and then he looks, the look on your face so early in act one. And it was like, “I cannot take my eyes off you looking at her!” And it's like, it was just, you were so transparent.

N:	That's exactly it. Just being exactly who he is. But finding those for me, it's finding those tiny puzzle pieces that just unlock the character. And then you have total freedom. Like you can justify everything that you do in a role. 

Like if I'm feeling sad that day, I can cry as much as I want to. And it makes sense. If I'm feeling happy that day and I'm not going to cry, that also works. Those puzzle pieces allow so much freedom and energy and play and passion, I think.

J:	Wow. And that comes back to the immersion that you do prior, you know, and I love that. That's what you do on stage. You just play. 

N:	And with a role as special as Orpheus and a show as free as Hadestown, you can kind of go today, I'm using this tool today. I'm using this one today. I'm using this one. And it kind of feels like sometimes like a game of chess and you're playing by yourself or you're playing with your action figures and you're able to, you know what I mean? Like that's when I think for me is when like the magic happens, is when I feel like I have total control of whatever I want to do in that moment. And it will, I'll be able to land it because I've done so much research and I've done so much kind of tapping in and the puzzle piece thing.

I'm able to just shift things in the picture that make it feel fresh and fun. And then I'm able to still love it because I'm very stubborn. I'll get bored quick.

J: 	But it's interesting because you're talking about the spontaneity of that moment. 

N:	Yes. 

J:	The intuitive, almost instinctual play that you do.

Yeah. Because I think as a performer, you have to be so resilient, just in the job itself, separate from like going on stage, like auditioning people, like your agent telling you that you didn't get the thing or, or your producer telling you, I want this to be the way you do the character versus your director telling you how they want to do it. Like there's so many people telling you how and what and when, and you just have to be like, I'm cool.

I'm able to handle all this pressure. But then when you're on stage, that kind of resilience helps a lot because then you're able to kind of take the ego away and do the thing. And, and then when someone throws you something, you kind of take it and you run and you, and I think that's, what's exciting.

J:	It's very exciting. And as an audience member, it's exciting to watch. 

N:	Yeah. Cool. 

J:	So I'm going to ask one more question. Some of them from the, the thing, do you think that this it factor that we're talking about this magic that we see on stage, do you think it's nature or nurture? Do you think that you were born with what I saw on stage two weeks ago or, or do you think you've grown it or do you, what do you think? 

N:	I think it can be a bit of both.

J:	Yeah. 
N:	I think it absolutely can be a bit of both. There are some people that have just like a, a natural instinct in it. I think that people who have natural instincts to it will always find their way to the thing. Um, but the way that you stay in the job, the way that you get to do eight shows a week and then keep booking and finding more work and becoming, doing versatile work as well is, is the technique that you learn. 

J:	Yes.

N:	Um, because if you don't have that technique, I don't know that you can always kind of book and book and book and book because you need that for sustainability. 

J:	That's right. 

N:	Yeah.	It's just my, my job as an actor to, to, to fine tune those moments to get the result of what we need to happen at the end of the show. And so with Orpheus, I felt like doing surgery sometimes it was like, this moment works, this moment doesn't, and just like fine tuning it, turning up the volume or whatever it is to, to get the audience reaction that I wanted. 

J:	So there's a lot of craft, but we don't see that. We just see you wholeheartedly, holistically, generously, joyously, you know, uh, with truthfulness in there, just wedded together being, being in the moment. And I think, and being open, I think that you mentioned empathy. I think what this interview is wrapped up for me is that, you know, that there is passion, there's immersion, there's empathy, and, and there's, a desire to story tell. I think is that sort of? 

N:	That's kind of my whole thing. Yeah. That's it. I'm just like, I'm just so nerdy and so passionate about this type of work that I just kind of go like, what makes a show tick? What makes it work? 

J:	Noah, it's been fascinating talking to you. You are on a trajectory that I'm excited to watch over the next little while. It's been a real privilege and a joy.

N:	Thank you so much. Thank you for having me.
.
