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Welcome to A Day With Bruiser!

We're delighted to welcome you to A Day With Bruiser.  This project is designed 

to give you a crash course in all things Bruiser Theatre Company; from our style 

and artistic mission, through to how we approach production management, and 

everything in between.  

Bruiser are committed to providing professional development opportunities for 

young people in the arts, and we want to ensure that home grown Northern 

Ireland talent is nurtured so it can flourish.  

The four workshops presented during ADWB are: 

            1.  Bruiser Style 

           2.  Devising & Physicality 

           3.  Backstage at Bruiser 

           4.  Music & Movement 

We hope that these workshops help you to build your confidence in a non- 

naturalistic style, to encourage you to take risks, to play, to think outside the box, 

and to work collaboratively  to create visually exciting and physically striking 

work! 
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How We Got Started.

Bruiser was formed in 1997 by Lisa May 

and Joanne Murphy, who met at the 

University of Ulster, where they were 

both studying Theatre Studies. After 

graduating, Lisa and Joanne felt there 

was a gap in the market in Northern 

Ireland for high quality touring theatre 

with a commitment to education. 

With a lot of passion and enthusiasm 

(but not a clue about running a 

company), with the best will in the 

world, the girls formed Bruiser, so called 

because they knew the type of theatre 

they wanted to create; punchy, sharp, 

knockout shows. 

Lisa had always wanted to act professionally but during her time at university 

she had explored directing and liked it. Her directing style had already started 

to form, with influences from Bertolt Brecht, Dennis Potter and John Godber, to 

name but a few. 

However, it would be unfair to say the unique production style which is 

identifiably “Bruiser” was fully formed in 1997. It has grown and developed, 

influenced by the people Lisa has worked with; the actors, the playwrights, the 

creative teams, and her own changing tastes and interests throughout the 

years. Some techniques have been honed over many years. Lisa’s obsession with 

precision, rhythm, synchronicity and choral work has certainly become more 

rigid over the last seventeen years!

L I S A  M A Y  

D I R E C T O R
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However, Lisa found that there is no hard and fast rule as to which technique to 

use. For instance choral sound effects may work for The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle but not for Cabaret. Physicalising the text may work in Othello but not in 

Cooking with Elvis. 

Lisa’s philosophy is to try everything (time permitting) and cherry pick what 

works, always remaining sensitive to the tone and nature of the text. This 

collaborative approach has enabled Lisa to continue to learn and develop her 

style, allowing her the freedom to play and create new physical theatre 

techniques, keeping the Bruiser style fresh and current. 

T H E  C A U C A S I A N  C H A L K  C I R C L E ( 2 0 1 3 )

O T H E L L O  

( 2 0 1 1 )

C A B A R E T  

( 2 0 1 2 )

C O O K I N G  W I T H  E L V I S  

( 2 0 1 1 )
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To produce innovative live performance, combining text and 

physical theatre techniques 

C O O K I N G  W I T H  E L V I S  

( 2 0 1 1 )

Artistic Policy and Mission

Use minimal set for maximum impact 

 

Further explore the role of the actor, enforcing him/her as the central 

mechanism of performance 

 

Streamline and explore the relationship between the essential dynamics of 

theatre – the actor, the space and the audience 

 

Encourage an environment for the exchange of ideas and collaboration 

between arts practitioners in production 

 

Commit to touring, workshop development and teaching to encourage a 

greater access to theatre 

 

Produce a consistently high quality product 

Bruiser aims to:
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The Director's Perspective

The Artistic Process for a Bruiser actor can be a tricky one, especially if you 

havent worked in this style before. One actor once described the process as 

“forgetting everything I have ever been taught”. Another said “if you’ve worked 

for Bruiser, you can do anything” and I understand where they were coming 

from, especially if previous acting work had been extensively in naturalistic 

theatre. 

The reason being this; we explore the role of the actor, enforcing him/her as the 

central mechanism of performance. Breaking this rather flouncy sentence down, 

the actor is everything. They control all aspects of the performance. They act in 

scenes (usually in highly choreographed set pieces), they sing, they dance, they 

move set, they are the set, they manipulate props, they multi-role, they comment 

on the action, they provide mood and atmosphere, they frame and remain on 

stage throughout. For an actor who is used to just acting in the conventional 

sense; getting a costume on, entering from the wings, speaking the lines and 

exiting, this Bruiser lark seems like a lot of hard work. And it is! Not just by the 

exhausting style but the director then expects the actors to chip in ideas. 

With only three or four weeks to rehearse a play in this pin-point precise style, it 

is a mammoth task for an actor. They have to connect as their character to find 

an emotional truth, which leads to the blocking and throughline of the play. That 

is the most important aspect to keep in mind. Without that, the audience will just 

witness a pleasant dance by a bunch of robots, which provides no heart. 

However, to cope with the choreographic style the Bruiser actor then loses the 

character for a couple of weeks until every move has been learnt. That is every 

transition (highly important in a Bruiser play so as to keep the audience engaged 

and make the play fluid), all harmonies honed, every choral costume change 

sharpened, and the blocking itself, which can be very intricate. 
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Even though the emotional truth is at the heart of the play and has influenced 

every aspect, it is usually only the final week of rehearsals, when all aspects 

come together and the actor puts the character back “on top”. This can freak 

an actor out. However, as we are humans and not machines, the process of 

compartmentalising is essential. Some people’s minds work quicker in this style 

others. Some can put the character back on top quicker than others. Some have 

work a little harder to get the moves first. The bottom line is trust. The actors 

have to trust the director that she knows what she is doing, and the director has 

to trust the actors to embrace the process. That is why the collaborative 

element is so important for the Bruiser process. A great Bruiser actor will revel in 

the fact that they get to share ideas and are not aggrieved if their idea gets 

thrown out of the window . A professional actor will listen when necessary and 

contribute appropriately, creating a good team atmosphere. By collaborating 

with the director, the cast feel ownership of the production and are committed 

and motivated. 

Of course, collaboration and play is the ideal working environment for Bruiser’s 

physical style, but it is not always possible. The two main obstacles: trust and 

time. 

I have been lucky with my casts and very rarely do I accidentally pick a non- 

team 

player. I put this down to our rigorous audition process which always results in a 

recall group workshop. However, during rehearsals, if the actor refuses to 

embrace the process, the collaborative element of the process has gone and it 

reverts back to the conventional relationship of a director telling the actor what 

to do. I dislike working like this as it restricts innovation, but in circumstances like 

this, it must be done. 

The other challenge; time, is always against us – the days of the Berliner 

Ensemble getting a year to rehearse a play has long gone. We have four weeks, 

the show has been booked, tickets are on sale, and the show must go on. 

Therefore, as the director, I do a lot of preparation.  
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Research is key and this can take place months, even years in advance. I always 

go into rehearsals with a lot of ideas in my head. Some I like more than others. 

Some I am definite about and some I know will act as a launch-pad into 

something hopefully better. Every night, before the rehearsal the next day, I 

block the next few pages in my head, just so that I have something to fall 

back on if we hit a block. Sometimes the scene is totally different to what I had 

in my head and sometimes it is exactly how I blocked it the night before. The 

sense of having the fall back idea takes the pressure off and allows me to play 

in the rehearsal room. 

Finally, the preparation aspect allows me the opportunity to find my “hook”. 

What I mean by this is Bruiser has built up a reputation for new adaptions of 

existing scripts. Therefore, I look at the script and think “what is my hook?” “What 

do I want to say about this script and these characters, and what vehicle can I 

use to say it?” For instance, the hook in Lady Windermere’s Fan was to create a 

base character for each cast member. 

By unifying the cast as servants, they could come together and comment on the 

ridiculous characters of the upper classes (they are the audience’s anchor), 

which is precisely what the original author was trying to say. This “hook” helps 

Bruiser to tell the story in an innovative way whilst remaining faithful to the text. 

The servants could also create backgrounds and atmosphere, giving scope for 

comedy, dramatic framing of scenes and physical theatre techniques. This 

concept provided scope for new writing, a new score, and was a useful 

mechanism for transitions. It also helped create a canvas for actors to “add on” 

to, with indication costume and props when they multi-roled.  

For me, preparing the concept before I go into rehearsals is one of my favourite 

tasks. It’s a challenge, like being a detective and finding that one “hook” which 

helps you to say what you want to, to an audience.  
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When choosing a script it is the difficulties within them, the obstacles that 

attract me. Such as “how on earth do we present a burning shed on stage in 

Blue Remembered Hills without actually having a shed?” These problems excite 

me. It forces me to think outside the box and create new ways to tell a story. The 

Bruiser style encourages the audience to share the journey, to contribute by 

using their imaginations. A cane can become a gun, or a sheet a baby. An actor 

can slip seamlessly between characters without full costume changes or even 

leaving the stage. We, the audience and the actors, are investing in each other 

and investing in the story. You know you are in a theatre. You know we are 

acting. The event isn’t real. We are telling a story, and we are not pretending 

that it is real. However, if the story is told well enough and the cast are totally 

committed, an audience will believe the baby, made up of a sheet, might die at 

the hands of the gun made from a cane. The emotion is real and the story is 

vivid. The Bruiser process continues to explore this vital relationship between the 

audience, the actors and the space, using physical theatre techniques.  

The cast of The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole in rehearsal
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Splat!

Leader stands in middle of circle. She splats a person by saying “Splat” loudly 

and using a strong action. The person being splatted squats immediately while 

their neighbour on each side leans in towards them with same action and 

repeats “Splat” loudly. The neighbour must use the arm nearest to the person 

who has been splatted. Others in the circle must stay utterly still. Once given a 

trial run, students are knocked out if there is an error, e.g. too slow, wrong arm, 

slight movement when not their go. This is a concentration game which focuses 

on anchoring, alertness, speed and physical control. Variations include a double 

splat, and a voice splat, where leader changes the pitch and tone of the way 

she says “Splat”, and neighbours must copy. The Splat action can also change 

and neighbours music copy. 

Name Game / Yes Game

Group stand in a circle, and a person begins by pointing at someone across the 

circle. This person states their name clearly, and this is an indication that they 

can move to their place. Meanwhile, once they have stated their own name, 

they too point at someone, wait to hear them state their name, and then move 

to their place in the circle. A variation to the game is to say “yes” instead of your 

name. The emphasis is on making the gesture (pointing), verbal (yes) and 

movement (across the circle) distinct and separate. Get a good, strong rhythm 

going, and make the gesture, verbal and movement are not blurred. A great 

game to highlight teamwork, rhythm and the necessity for a Bruiser actor to 

compartmentalise gesture, voice and movement. 
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Traditional ‘tag’ but when a person is tagged, the rest of the group must freeze 

on the point of contact. The new person who is ‘on’ is then in control of breaking 

the freeze and resuming the game. They can control the pace, style and 

movement when coming out of the freeze, and the rest of the group must copy, 

e.g. slow motion, dance, skip, vocals, etc. The traditional competitive tag 

element is not important. The focus is on ensemble playing – stopping dead on 

that point of contact and starting movement at exactly the same time as a unit. 

Variation 1 

When a person is tagged, everyone freezes, except the person who is ‘on’, who 

is the only one to use sound and movement to tag someone else. This time they 

tag them by giving focus to another member of the group by making eye 

contact and a final gesture. The person who has taken the focus must 

immediately spring into action with a new repetitive sound and gesture.  The 

group must never let the action stop. 

Variation 2 

Repeat of above, but you don’t have to make eye 

contact. Instead the focus can be sent across the room, or even behind the 

person. This forces the group to use all their senses by focusing to send and 

receive. 

Variation 3 

As above, but instead of giving the focus a member of the group can take it by 

starting a movement and sound at any time, and the person must freeze as soon 

as it is taken. 

Variation 4 

Combine all the above variations.  

1 0

Freeze Tag
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This is an exercise which develops the concept of physicalising not only different 

objects, but also emotions and ideas. A letter of the alphabet is called out, and 

the participants must transform themselves immediately into something 

beginning with that letter. Pupils are forced to start thinking outside of the box, 

as no points are awarded if they duplicate their choice, e.g. if the letter is D, 

most people’s first reaction is dog. Try and push their creativity, striving for 

wacky, obscure shapes and words. Variations on Busy Bee include getting into 

pairs, fours, eights, etc, making one bee, and one noun, e.g. if the leader shouts 

O, she wants to see one orange, not eight oranges, to encourage devising and 

teamwork. A further idea is giving the groups more structured ideas e.g. a form 

of transport, something you’d take on holiday, a kitchen appliance, etc. You can 

build movement and sound effects into this exercise too 

1 1

Busy Bee

1 to 5: Action & Sound Effects into Improvisation

Ask the group to get into pairs. Then ask them to count to 5 repeatedly on loop, 

as this will alternate who starts the sequence every time. Then ask them to swap 

number 3 with a big action and sound effect. Insert this into the loop. Number 3 

must always be this chosen action and sound effect. Once comfortable, ask 

them to change number 4 with a different action and sound effect. Keep 

staggering the changes until each number has a large action and sound effect 

and keep looping this sequence until the routine is smooth. This helps students’ 

concentration and starts them using big actions and sound effects, plus 

focusing on smooth choreography. Perform to each other. 

Then divide the group into 6. Ask them to repeat the routines to the other 

members of their group and choose 5 actions and sound effects which are the 

most striking and visual. Groups must then use these 5 actions and sound effects 

in a short devised piece (no more than 2 minutes). The students can use 

dialogue if they so wish or it can be abstract. They can choose whatever genre 

they want. A great exercise to start the devising process within the Bruiser style.  
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In a circle, pass the clap one way round the circle and once this has been 

accomplished, pass a count from 1 –5 round the other way. Be alert to the two 

processes at once. 

Variation: The clap is passed clockwise around the circle, but when it is passed 

to the neighbour, they must clap at the same time. This can also be done using 

stamps, or both. Try and find a good solid rhythm. New rhythms can be added as 

can new movements and sounds. The rhythm can be themed and is a useful 

rehearsal technique for unified, choreographed pieces. Break out of the circle 

and split into groups of about 6. Ask the group to think of a group of people, 

e.g. policemen, dinner ladies, cowboys, doctors, etc. 

Ask them to think of 8 different movements and sound effects to epitomise this 

group. They can be as abstract as they wish, but each person must learn each 

move as the emphasis is on precision and identical ensemble choreography. 

Each movement must be exact and the sound effects keeps everyone identical 

and in rhythm. Each movement must vary in length (not just one beat). Groups 

can use words, random sound effects, snippets of music as their sound track. 

Large actions are easier to copy and more effective visually. Students are asked 

to consider levels, pace, texture and multi-roling, e.g. a bouncer can throw 

someone out of a club, the students can then spin into the customer begging to 

be let in, then jump into bouncer character again. Highlight the strong finishing 

position which may influence the next move. Get them thinking visually, and take 

out any gaps so the piece is fluid. This is to prioritise the fluidity of transitions. 

1 2

Pass The Clap / Action
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Script work – starting with the previous exercise, ask them to use bouncers as 

their group of people. Find hooks in the text which brings out strong unified 

movement. 

Where would sound effects fit in? 

What helps support the text rather than breaking the impact of it? 

1 3

Bouncers by John Godber

Stop / Go, Clap / Jump, Angry with the world / Being in 

love

Walking in the space, set up the simple obedience to the rules; stop, go, clap 

and jump. Introduce angry with the world and being in love – get each person to 

create their own sound and action for these titles – these must be repeated 

when the signal is given. Gradually reverse the meaning of the instructions stage 

by stage i.e. go means stop, stop means go, angry means love etc. What does it 

take to accomplish this task – Brecht’s performance style requires you to remain 

conscious and not do anything by habit. 

Zip,Zap, Boing!

This is a popular game which demands concentration, energy, bold gestures and 

loud voices. Group stand in a circle. They must imagine a hot ball of energy is 

being passed around the circle and they must use the appropriate actions and 

sounds to move the ball. 

Zip 

Zap 

Boing 

Ho-Down 

Diddleydee 

Huh 

I run

Goes to the left or right 

Sends it across the circle 

Deflects a zap 

The only time the ball can change direction 

Skips a person 

Skips 2 people 

Everyone swaps places. The ball stays with the caller 
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1. Group move around room (can be combined with “stop/go, jump/clap, 

love/anger) and the leader gives the command to get into groups of a 

certain number. 

2. Upon the leader’s command the groups must then devise a way of having 

only those body parts touching the ground, e.g. a group may be allowed 

three feet, two backs, an arm and a leg touching the floor but no more. 

3. Without talking, the group must then get into the shape that the leader calls 

out, e.g. plane, washing machine, house, body, beach, etc. 

4. The group must freeze and the leader can “hotseat” members (ask them 

questions about what or who they are). 

5. The leader can ask the group to add movement and sound to their 

creations. 

1 4

Group Shapes

Mime and Sound Effects

Leaf Mime 

Mime a leaf falling in the wind. Be exact about your movements. Allow the wind 

to carry the leaf and take you off the spot and around the room. Morph slowly 

from the leaf mime to a new mime commanded by the leader, e.g. flying a kite, 

walking a dog, using a torch, umbrella against the wind, helium balloon, tug of 

war.  



B R U I S E R  S T Y L E

1 5

Adding Sound Effects 

Use all senses to convey an object, e.g. smell, texture, shape, sound, pressure, 

weight, etc. Show mime to a partner. If partner can’t guess it, show again and 

refine. Shorten the mime by picking key aspects to best suggest the object e.g. 

sound effects, frame outline before you use it, etc. This turns into a more 

representative, stronger mime, using bold physical gesture, rather than 

longwinded, fiddly mimes.  

Get The Gist 

Large group is split into two. Group B leave the room whilst group A make up a 

very simple short story with the leader. One member of group A is nominated to 

retell the story to their group. Group A then nominates a second person to mime 

the story to a person from group B. Group B are let back into the room one at a 

time. After watching the mime, the person must copy it and show to the new 

person entering from group B. The mime will inevitably get sloppier and differ 

each time. Emphasis is placed on large clear gestures. The last person who sees 

the mime must tell the rest of the group what he thinks the story is about.  

Sound Ball 

An imaginary ball is thrown with sound to another person in the circle. They must 

catch it and copy the sound. They can then throw it to someone else and make 

a 

new sound. The person who catches it repeats their sound. Pay special attention 

to catching the ball. Make sure you make it clear who you are throwing it to, 

how heavy it is, how big it is, etc. 
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Machines 

First ask the group what makes a machine work, e.g. cogs, battery, motor, 

springs, etc. A volunteer then starts a machine, making a rhythmic, repetitive 

sound and motion. They are the heart of the machine. The rest of the group are 

then encouraged to join the machine, by adding a different sound and repetitive 

movement, paying special attention to the visual lines, e.g. levels, connections. 

Once all members of the group are part of the machine, the leader tells them 

they are at 5 (the lowest being 0, the highest being 10), he then turns them up 

gradually, and then down to 0.  

Variations on Machines 

1. In smaller groups devise a machine that represents an emotion or theme, 

e.g. happy, sad, angry, gossip. The sounds can be abstract or words. 

2. Create a machine that performs a function. Perhaps it is something the 

group would really like e.g. a perfect boyfriend machine, a homework 

machine, a money machine – but it must produce an end product. Again a 

mixture of words, sounds and rhythmic actions can be used. 

3. Create a machine which represents an occasion, such as a Christmas 

dinner. Ask the group to think of strong images and sounds/words e.g. 

carving the turkey, snapping of crackers, smelling of Brussels sprouts, putting 

on paper hats. Think of a final ending, e.g. the eating and drinking gets faster 

and faster until everyone bursts, or perhaps slower and slower until everyone 

falls asleep. 
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Multi-Chair 

1. A circle of empty chairs, widely spaced. Each chair represents a character, 

e.g. pantomime hero, witch, drunk, librarian, gangster, teenager, etc. A 

person is chosen to stand behind each chair, and on the count of 3, move 

towards it and when they touch it, they freeze as this character. They are 

encouraged to use the chair to help their image, e.g. the witch could use it 

as a cauldron, the hero could stand on it, the gangster could use it as a gun, 

the librarian could use it as a rocking chair, and the teenager could slump on 

it, or kick it. Once they have held this freeze, the leader shouts change, and 

they move clockwise to the next chair in neutral. When they reach the chair, 

they then quickly change into the freeze for the next character. This 

continues until they reach their starting chair/character. 

2. The exercise is repeated, but this time the person must inhabit the character 

and play a scene in character until the leader shouts change. 

3. This exercise is repeated, but the person must find one summarising saying / 

sound and one bold action that they repeat until the leader says change. 

4. This exercise is repeated but the leader no longer gives the order to change, 

and each person must sense when to move on to the next chair. 

5. This exercise is repeated but new methods of transition must be sought. 

Instead of the chair being the catalyst for the new character, can the group 

find other more interesting ways to change, e.g. do they stay in character 

during transitions, do they make clockwork noises / choral actions during 

transitions, do they find a song or sound effect that represents the transitions. 

What works best and why?  
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The Grand Old Duke of York 

Get the group to walk around the space, increasing to a jog.  

Then start singing The Grand Old Duke of York.  Every instance of the word up, 

jump.  On every instance of the word down, touch the floor.  Repeat 3 times.  

First repeat - do not say up, just jump.  

Second repeat - do not say down, just touch the floor. 

Third repeat - do not say either up  or down, just do the actions.  

Moving as an Ensemble

Get the group to walk around the room. Try and get them to all stop and start 

simultaneously.  No one is leading the group.  Feel the room. Can they do it at a 

faster jog, or running?

The Cane Game

Everyone stands in a circle holding a cane vertically in front of them, balancing 

it on the floor and holding the top with their right hand.  On a signal, they all let 

go and grab the cane on their right.  Can they do it with a non verbal signal? 

 Can they do it with no signal at all?
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Portrait Photos

Split the groups in two, and instruct them to make a tableau representing 

different words.  They might be places / emotions / styles. You don't need to be 

literal.  E.g. joy, sadness, party, death, farm, city, ocean, anger, confusion, 

football, Olympics, life, birth, excitement, boredom, school.  

Groups have exactly 8 beats to get in position.  On the 8th beat they should all 

freeze. They should all freeze at exactly the same moment.  

Can they freeze without a verbal countdown or cue? 

Gradually morph between the 8 beats from the last state (e.g  happiness) to the 

new one (e.g. sadness).  Always remain connected to the group when morphing 

and finding new positions, as if moving as one unit.  

This can be a great starting point for a devised piece.  You might not know what 

your plot is, but if you know the emotions you want to explore, or where it will be 

set, this can be a useful starting point!

A Chair is not a Chair

Split the students into groups, and give each group a different prop.  They have 

5 minutes to come up with as many uses for that prop as possible.  

This game is a good way to rapidly create ideas from nothing and get students 

to start using props in different ways. Apart from the canes we've already used, 

other good suggestions are a broom or a sheet.  

This can be used as a starting point for devising.  So much of devising is coming 

up with a good initial concept.  You might see something in the madness you 

like!
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I Love You

Person A wait on stage.  

Person B enters and says 'I love you.' 

Person A has two options: say 'I love you' back, or say nothing.  

Person A then leaves the stage, with B remaining, who will become A for the 

next round, when a new person B will enter.  

The skill here is for the actors to set up a scene with each of them only having 1 

line.  How do they create the scene?  They will have to read each other well, use 

physicality, facial expressions, and props to try and play the scene.  

How long can you make this interaction?  It's tempting to rush on and say your 

line, but it's possible to stretch it out, which will help the audience believe your 

story. 

The transition between scenes is also interesting.  The person remaining on 

stage needs to make sure they click into the new scene immediately, without 

trying to hold on to the old scene.  At the same time, the new actor's entrance 

shouldn't be too dominant.  Let it happen naturally. 

Literalising Proverbs

Using well known proverbs or sayings as a starting point, this exercise connects 

the previous ensemble work with text.  Using a 'hook' or key phrase to help 

stimulate ideas can establish a 'movement palette' or style of a scene. 

In groups of 3-6, act out and physicality proverbs, using choral words, 

choreography and sounds.  Depending on the age of the group, participants 

can devise a short scenario to put the saying into context.  They are encouraged 

to express themselves physically, create images and moods with their bodies, 

and think visually using symmetry, sound effects, and levels.    
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Groups can then choose 4 strong images within their short performance. 

Between these freezes, they must find a transition that helps them move in and 

out of the freezes that suit the mood of the piece.  They can use words, song, 

and rhythm to choreograph their human set changes, paying close attention to 

the visual look of the piece.  

Some proverb examples.... 

You could cut the tension with a knife.  

She looked as pretty as a picture.  

He drove like a bat out of hell.  

Wild horses couldn't drag her away.  

She was dressed up to the nines.  

He looked like a dogs dinner.  

He went in guns ablazing.  

She had been to hell and back.  

He was as strong as an ox.  

She was as tough as old boots.  

Introducing Improvising

In order to create the type of work Bruiser is known for, actors must be adept 

improvisers.  So much of the final product of any Bruiser piece comes from 

improvising and playing during the rehearsal process.   Actors need to be quick 

on their feet, receptive to new ideas, and willing to explore and play.   

There are a few rules that will make your improvising more successful: 

- Don't deny the concept, or block the scene from progressing (say yes!) 

- You don't have to be funny. 

- Serve the scene and not yourself.  

- It's not a competition
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The Offer

Divide into pairs.  

One person begins by making an 'offer', and the partner replies with a sentence 

that begins 'Yes, and...'. 

Try not to block your partner's idea, and build on each suggestion.  When 

confidence develops, you can add action and use the space as much as 

possible.  

E.g. 

A - It's raining.  

B- Yes, and I've got a large umbrella. 

A- Let's shelter under it.  

B- Yes, and the wind is blowing us into the air.  

A- We are flying over the sea.  

B- Yes, and we have landed on an island. 
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Physical Warm Up - Playing Cards

Using a deck of playing cards, give each student their own card.  They should 

keep this to themselves. 

Students should then walk about the space in neutral.  The leader will call out an 

emotion.  The students will then walk around performing that emotion 

representing the status of their card - Ace to 6 low, 7 - 10 and Jack, Queen, King 

high. 

Another variation - walk around as though in a Dickens novel representing your 

status number.  Approach other people and say 'How do you do?'.  

Encourage accents and body movements.  Try and engage with each other 

responding to their status and improvising dialogue between characters.  

Vocal Warm Up

Encourage students to breath from the diaphragm - the belly should push out 

while breathing in.  Using this breath to control vocal quality is called 

'supporting'. 

Breathe in, deeply and hiss out until the diaphragm becomes tight. 

Another great warm up is to act like a 'siren'.  Encourage students to make an 

'awh' sound, moving from their lowest note to their highest and back - notice the 

change of tension in the larynx (throat) during this warm up.  
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Voice Quality and Character

Different voice qualities are better suited to portraying different characters. 

Sob Quality - a low larynx, darker, softer vocal tone which arouses empathy from 

the audience, communicating passion, yearning, and heartfelt emotion.  

Twang quality - a high-larynx, brighter, more harsh and nasal sound that is quite 

common in Country and Western music.  

Opera quality - a lower-larynx combination of Sob and Speech vocal  qualities 

giving a well anchored and power operatic tone . 

Belt Quality - the biggest and loudest vocal quality, and is often used in theatre 

and contemporary music today.  It requires the most effort and muscular support 

if done correctly.  

In groups of 3-4, assign character types: Rich man, hero, widow, bank robber 

and encourage groups to explore how their character would sing a given phrase 

from a song of your choice e.g.the opening of 'Somewhere Over The Rainbow'. 

Breaking up the phrase in different ways with varying breath positions will assist 

in adding characterisation. 
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Vocal Improvisation

Split pupils into groups of 3-4 and assign each group a popular song. 

Starting with a low larynx produced sound, establish a bass line, before adding 

in elements of the melody, and upper register riffs - either sung or whistled.     

Then add in percussive effects such as clapping or beat box.  

We're not looking for a high quality musical sound - we're looking for a range of 

sounds that help express the song or suggest a setting.  

Ask groups to alter their original ideas inspired by different emotions to explore 

this further. 

Listening & Responding to Music

Provide the group with pencils and paper, and ask them to find a space away 

from anyone else.  

Play some short excerpts of music - ask the group to close their eyes and listen, 

thinking about what emotions or settings the music could suggest.  

Play the music again, and ask the group to draw the ideas that come into their 

head while listening to the music.  There are no wrong answers - imagination is 

encouraged! 

Highlight to the group that music can have a big impact on a play, and the 

feelings of the audience, as it adds additional emotive qualities to the 

performance. 
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Silent Movies

Place students into groups of 4 or 5, and assign each group a scenario: bank 

robbery, restaurant, circus, courtroom, wedding, pirates, world war. 

Each group will act out a short piece happening in this scenario in the style of a 

silent movie with no dialogue.  

They will create music, song or sound to accompany the scene in the 

synchronised style often used by Bruiser.  Other groups will have to guess where 

or what the scenario is.   Use of body language, facial expressions, pace, 

exaggerated movements and spacial awareness in the movement will 

compliment the music to suggest the scene. 

Devising a Piece with Music as Inspiration.

Place students into groups of six or seven.  

Give each group lyric sheets for a song with a clear narrative (e.g 'Eye of the 

Tiger.)  Using lyrics as dialogue, students will devise a piece using synchronised 

movements, song, and sound.  They can add dialogue and other creative 

choices where necessary..  You may want to assign characters or 

dialogue speakers. 
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Setting Up Your Own Theatre Company

Ask students to work in groups of 5 or 6.  This workshop will take them through 

the process of setting up their own theatre company, thinking about their artistic 

strategy, all the way through to branding, production logistics, funding, and 

marketing.  

Before they get stuck in to building their own show, they need to decide their 

company ethos and approach to help structure the rest of their ideas.  

What kind of theatre company do we we want to be? 

Some examples include physical theatre, naturalistic, new writing, focus on a 

particular genre (like comedy), or maybe theatre with a particular purpose 

(education, social inclusion etc.) 

Who do we want to make theatre for? 

Deciding your target audience based on your initial concept will help you to 

decide what type of shows you want to produce.  Cutting edge theatre with a 

dark message might not be appropriate for children, and site specific work that 

requires the audience to move around may not be suitable for older people.  

What is your motivation? 

Why do you want to make this particular type of theatre?  What effect will it 

have on your audience?  At Bruiser, we want to create accessible and exciting 

theatre to inspire our audiences to fall in love with theatre.  

Sum up your ethos, audience, and motivation in 1 sentence - your mission 

statement. 

This should be catchy and memorable. 

At Bruiser we use 'Excite. Engage. Inspire.'  
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What are we called?

Now that students know what their ethos and style is going to be, they can now 

turn attention to giving their company a name!  This should sum up their purpose 

and suggest their artistic remit in a punchy memorable way.  

Here are some examples of Northern Ireland theatre companies - their names 

immediately suggest what they do: 

Bruiser - Physical, sometimes brash, bold, vivid, high impact. 

PrimeCut -  Cutting edge, new writing, innovative, edgy. 

Replay - Children's theatre that's fun, accessible, and for young audiences. 

Theatre of Pluck  -  Theatre with an LGBT perspective.  

Who works at a theatre company?

Ask your students to suggest what job roles are involved in producing theatre 

and managing a theatre company.   The rest of the workshop will involve looking 

at several of these in more detail to create our own production.  

The job roles can be broken down into 3 categories:

Creative Team Operations Team Management Team

Actors 

Director 

Lighting Design 

Costume Design  

Set Design 

Musical Director

Producer 

Stage Manager 

Technicians

General Manager 

Marketing Manager 

Finance Manager 

Fundraising Manager 

Education Manager



B A C K S T A G E  A T  B R U I S E R

2 9

The Artistic Director

The Artistic Director will take the company's vision and develop a concept for a 

show that upholds the values of the organisation.  Taking on the role of the 

Artistic Director, think about the following questions to build your show: 

What play are we going to put on? 

How does this fit in with our style and goals? 

What are we going to do to make the show our own? 

The Producer

Now that you know what show you're going to put on, you'll need to think about 

some of the practicalities of getting the show up and running. 

As the producer, you'll be responsible for organising your creative team, 

recruiting the right people, and planning where and when you're going to 

perform. You'll probably have to think about the following: 

Who do we need in our creative team to make the Artistic Director's vision 

happen? 

What venues might want to book this show?  Will we stay in 1 place or will the 

show tour? 

Will we need any additional support from a partner organisation?  Maybe 

working with a local band for music, or a partnership with a theatre do create a 

bigger and better show.....?
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The Musical Director

By this stage, you should have a really solid idea in your head of what the show 

is going to be like!  Now it's time to think more creatively about how you'll use 

each artistic element to fulfil your concept.  

First looking at the role of musical director, consider the following: 

Is music already written or will you need to write your own? 

How will you use music?  Will it highlight special moments, or is music one of the 

main features of your show? 

Will you need to use musicians, and will your cast need to sing?  

How will you use recorded music, if at all?

The Set Designer

Designing the set for a show is a big responsibility.  Not only does the set 

designer have to create a visual aesthetic that communicates the message of 

the show, they also have to make sure it's practical and safe!  They also usually 

look after getting the right props.  

You'll need to think about: 

Where is your show set?  How will you suggest this on stage? 

Do you need multiple pieces of set for different locations, or will you use one 

base set, with different props and lighting to suggest new locations? 

What props will you need to make the action of the show believable?  Think 

about your production style - naturalistic shows will need most props....
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The Lighting Designer

The Lighting Designer will work closely with the Artistic Director and the Set 

Designer to create a beautiful and effective lighting scheme for the show. 

 They'll work with colours, shadows, and special effects to bring the production 

to life.   The main things they'll have to think about will include: 

How will you lighting design compliment the set to suggest a particular 

environment? 

Are there any special moments in your show that will need a particular lighting 

state? 

How will you use colour (or lack of it) to suggest moods or settings? 

The Costume Designer

The Costume Designer brings the final flourish to the show, helping to suggest 

characterisation, setting, time period and status through clothing.  They'll work 

closely with the set designer to ensure that they're working towards the same 

overall 'feeling' on stage, and also with the lighting designer to 

ensure colourisation is consistent.  

They'll have to consider: 

When is your play set?  Will the costumes be period or modern? 

Is their any multi-rolling in the show?  How will characters change into new 

costumes quickly? 

Will it be easy to find what you need in shops?  Maybe you'l need to get in touch 

with specialist suppliers or make things from scratch....? 
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Bruiser Production Archive

This pack gives you free access to many of Bruiser's past productions, which are 

available online for educational use only for the remainder of the current 

academic year.  

These files are stored at the following Dropbox link 

You'll need the password ADWB18! to access the folder.  

If you have any problems getting access, please email 

andrew@bruisertheatrecompany.com 

Get In Touch!

If you'd like to get in touch with any questions about our production style, to get 

more information about upcoming shows, or to request a workshop in your 

school, please drop us a line on : 

028 9024 3731 or info@bruisertheatrecompany.com 

Stay tuned to www.bruisertheatrecompany.com for more details of upcoming 

shows! 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/5akp00shty02zhy/AAC8r3XUf0YMbJHBiToUHmUfa?dl=0


T H E  A R T S  A C A D E M Y

This intensive ten day theatre programme is designed to equip students 

with the skills, discipline, and collaborative attitude required to work within 

the Arts industry. Providing students with fantastic opportunity to work with 

professional theatre artists such as Artistic Directors, Musical Directors and 

Choreographers, this experience will allow students to explore different 

techniques and styles of performance. 

Each programme runs for 10 days at The MAC, culminating in a showcase 

performance in front of friends and family - a real chance to show off what 

you're made of! 

If you're passionate about performance, and would like to hone your skills, 

we'd love to hear from you.   

Drop us an email on info@bruisertheatrecompany.com or give us a call on 

028 9024 3731. 

Sign Up Now!




