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THE COMPANY

The Wardrobe Ensemble is a Bristol-based group of theatre artists working together to make and tour 

new plays. They explore the big ideas of our time through intimate human stories and bold imagery.  

They consist of nine core members, one producer and a constantly growing community of associate 

artists and work as a democratic devising ensemble wherein every member contributes to the research, 

writing, structuring, and performing of a show, creating a unique shared theatrical language and aes-

thetic from show to show. We have made a variety of shows for all ages and at the heart of all our work 

is a desire to tell a compelling story in a visually engaging and inventive way.

The Wardrobe Ensemble has made six full company shows for older audiences, RIOT, 33, 1972: The Fu-

ture of Sex, Education, Education, Education, South Western and The Last of the Pelican Daughters. The 

company have also made four shows for younger years; The Star Seekers, The Time Seekers, The Deep 

Sea Seekers and Little Tim and the Brave Sea Captain, and five shows for families; Eliza and the Wild 

Swans, Edgar and the Land of Lost, Eloise and the Curse of the Golden Whisk, The Forever Machine and 

The Wind in the Willows.

 

The company are: Tom Brennan, Tom England, Emily Greenslade, Jesse Jones, Kerry Lovell, 

Jesse Meadows, Helena Middleton, James Newton, Hannah Smith and Ben Vardy.  

BEGINNINGS

The Wardrobe Ensemble was born out of the Bristol Old Vic Young Company. This was a place for 

young people to attend weekly theatre sessions and make new shows together - all 450 of them. In 

2010, 12 of these Young Company members took part in the pilot ‘Made in Bristol’ programme at the  

Bristol Old Vic Theatre. This was a 1 year residency, where in exchange for leading and assisting work-

shops with the Young Company, we received training from theatre practitioners in the industry. The 

programme also gave us the space and time to make a show - RIOT, which we premiered in the BOV 

studio in 2011. We then took RIOT to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival that year and to our surprise the 

show did quite well. After much discussion, we decided to go for it and make a theatre company, and 

we’ve stayed together ever since.



RESOURCES
BLOG
Read James Newton’s article about ‘Working as a Collective’ - HERE

VIDEOS
Watch our Q&A videos about the company and how it makes and produces its work - HERE

PUBLISHED PLAYS
We have published three of our plays: 1972: The Future of Sex; Education, Education, Education; The Last 

of the Pelican Daughters. Available to buy through the Nick Hern Books website HERE or through our 

website HERE. For enquiries about amateur performance rights, please visit the Nick Hern website.

GET IN TOUCH
We always love to hear from you! So if you have a question about the company or one of our shows, do 

drop us a line. 

For general enquiries: thewardrobeensemble@gmail.com

For workshops & engagement projects: emily@thewardrobeensemble.com

SOCIAL MEDIA
www.thewardrobeensemble.com | @WardrobEnsemble 

facebook.com/thewardrobeensemble | Instagram: thewardrobeensemble 

http://theatredanceperformancetraining.org/2017/03/the-wardrobe-ensemble-working-as-a-collective/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLnpIylg1Jtp3jtBSLG8m0ZutRLQypPmnw
https://www.nickhernbooks.co.uk/the-wardrobe-ensemble
https://www.thewardrobeensemble.com/shop
https://www.thewardrobeensemble.com/
https://twitter.com/WardrobEnsemble
http://facebook.com/thewardrobeensemble
https://www.instagram.com/thewardrobeensemble/?hl=en


PRACTICAL EXERCISES

Opinion Continuum

Exercise

• Get the group to write a list of statements around the themes you’re investigating. If the theme was 

Fast Food, an example might be “McDonalds makes me feel happy” 

• The facilitator reads out the statement. 

• Everyone thinks about their opinion and silently position themselves on the line.

• The facilitator can ask participants to justify their position, thus persuading others to join them at their 

point in the scale. The facilitator is there to manage disagreements.

Notes

• This exercise is a way for finding discussion points and figuring out what’s ‘hot’ about the idea 

you’re exploring. Whatever group you’re working with, you’ll need to set up a safe space where                  

disagreements remain professional and focused on creativity rather than on personal interrogation. 

Aim: To generate conversation around your theme or idea. 

Skills: Developing your interest and opinions

Set up 

• Paper and pens. 

• Space to move in. No obstacles. 

• Decide on a facilitator to begin.

• Create an imaginary scale on the floor, where at one end is 

“strongly agree” and at the other is  “strongly disagree”. 



Free Writing

Exercise

• Find four images that explore your idea, theme or stimulus.  

• You have 30 seconds to write your response to the image without taking your pen off your paper. If 

you don’t know what to write, just can write down ‘I don’t know what to write’ or you use a pre decid-

ed ‘root phrase’ to come back to, such as ‘I love potatoes’, until you find a flow again.

• Five seconds to move onto the next image. 

• After completing all the images, take some time to read back over your writing.

Notes

• Be strict with time - no more writing! No talking as you write or move round each image. 

• This writing is for you only. It’s private. 

Chair Game (Extension)

Exercise

• After reading back over your writing. Cross out the sentences that you don’t feel comfortable reading 

aloud.

• Position yourself on a chair or on the floor. 

• Someone stands up and reads out a small section of their free writing text. Speaking loudly and clearly. 

• When someone else stands up, the person reading immediately sits down, and vice versa. It should 

feel bouncy.

Notes

• Try to respond to what’s being said, not what you want to say or have prepared. Follow a theme as a 

group. Have an awareness of the performance you’re creating.

Aim: Generate new writing

Skills: Write creatively without thinking or self critiquing. 

Set up 

• Pen and paper. 

• Present each image on a projector screen, or set up ‘image stations’ where     

participants start at a different image and move round one or two at a time. 

Aim: Turn your writing into a performance.

Skills: Collaboration, group awareness, performance 

awareness.  

Set up 

• You can do this from chairs or sat on the floor,      

scattered around the room.  



Tim Crouch

We call this ‘Tim Crouch’ because we stole it from the playwright, Tim Crouch. Using next to no set, 

Crouch’s plays encourage the audience to imagine the story and characters in their heads, while at the 

same time, never forgetting that they are theatrically constructed. For example, in his play ‘An Oak Tree’, 

inspired by Michael Craig-Martin's 1973 art piece of the same name, Crouch uses suggestion and storytell-

ing to ‘turn’ inanimate objects into fully formed characters. A chair becomes a baby. A female actor who 

has never read the play before might become a middle aged Dad. We project the story we’re told onto      

whatever the object is.  

In this exercise, the performer becomes the object and the ensemble projects the story and character 

onto them. It’s useful if you already have an idea about what you’re exploring. 

Exercise

• One person stands facing the audience - a blank canvas. Standing tall, no fidgeting etc. 

• The ensemble take it in turn to ‘fill’ the character by saying present tense descriptions and statements, 

loudly and clearly. Adding onto what the last person has said. E.g.

 “Here’s Lucy. She is sitting at her kitchen table after a hard day at the office.”

 “Lucy thinks about the difficult conversation she had with her boss today about her work not

 being up to standard, and wonders why men feel the need to spit on her when they speak”

 “Lucy goes to the fridge, opens it and looks inside. There’s nothing.” 

• The person in the space listens to what is being said, but does next to nothing. They might move a 

hand, turn a head slowly, raise an eyebrow, other than that they must do as little as possible. 

• If it emerges that there needs to be another character in the space (i.e. Lucy’s partner) then someone 

else can stand in the space ‘in relation’ to the first character. This will encourage the group to analyse 

proxemics and spacing. 

• The facilitator can close the exercise by saying to the group “Great, now find a way to it end it” or “This 

is the last one”

Notes

• It’ll be more interesting if the participants in the space don’t conform to the gender or characteristics 

of the character, to create more theatrical distance or alienation.

• You may find participants are either nervous about speaking up or the opposite, and they speak over 

each other. In either case, participants might have to take it in turns by going along the line. However, 

the more organic it can be the better, so participants can truly respond to what’s been said rather than 

waiting for their turn and thinking about ‘their’ statement and not watching the action. 

Aim: Create a story and character as an ensemble. 

Skills: No demonstrating. Work as an ensemble to develop a story. 

Set up 

• One person stands in the space. 

• The ensemble are in the audience, watching. 



Life Game

Exercise

• Person A will be the protagonist of this story and will remain the protagonist throughout the exercise. 

They begin in the centre of the circle and ask the group “What am I doing?”

• The first person in the circle goes to the mic or speaks from where they are to set up the scene. e.g. 

“Penny is taking her first steps and holding on tightly to her Dad’s hand.”

• The person on the mic then goes to play the other people/objects in the scene that they’ve just set up.       

(i.e. the Dad). And we let the scene play out.

• If the scene requires more people, other ensemble members can get involved, not forgetting their 

position in the circle.

• When the scene feels like it’s coming to an end, Person A says “What am I doing now?”. Person A stays 

in the centre, everyone in the scene returns to their same spot in the circle.

• The next person in the circle then sets up a new scene, following on chronologically. This repeats until 

everyone has set up a scene and we’ve completed the protagonist’s timeline.

Notes

• The group must have an awareness of the chronology of the story and how many people there are 

in the circle. If you’re doing a character’s life story, you can’t have the majority of the scenes with the 

protagonist as a child, then suddenly jumping to them as an old person, because you’ve run out of 

people in the circle to conclude the timeline.

• As this exercise is based on improvisation there might be some reluctance from students. Remember, 

it’s not about trying to be funny in ‘your’ scene, but developing the character you’ve chosen, as well as 

their personal relationships. Remember the bigger picture.

Aim: To flesh out a character and develop their personal relationships.

Skills: Improvisation. Developing narrative as a group.

Set up

• Choose a character you’d like to explore. This doesn’t have to be the ‘protagonist’ of the show.

• Set the timeline. Is it a day or the character’s whole life?

• Option: Set up microphone to make the exercise more performative. 



Day in the Life

We ran this exercise in the early stages of making ‘Education, Education, Education’. Most of the characters 

we created from that exercise made their way into the final show. 

Exercise

• Each person must think of a name of their character and job/role. Go round the circle saying your 

name and your role from a first person perspective. E.g. “My name is Louise Turner and I’m the Head of 

Discipline”. 

• Write down the names and roles of everyone in the group, so you can refer back to them when you 

speak.

• If, for example, the first time is 9am, then everyone in the circle must say what they (as their character) 

are doing at that time. You want to draw connections with other people in the group, but only keep 

it to one or two connections. Keep it as real, almost as mundane, as possible, not “and then there was 

a space invasion”. If we were to use a school, you might say: “It’s 9am, I’m on the front gates trying to 

usher the last few students into registration, when I see Mr. Brown, Head of English, and Ms. Jones, PE, 

having very stern words with each other on the field”

• After everyone has spoken, move on to the next time period and so on. 

Notes

• This exercise encourages students to think about the character’s life and journey when they’re not on 

stage. It’s helpful for working out what the characters’ intentions are and/or where they’ve come from 

when they enter the scene.

Aim: Create characters and plot.

Skills: Active listening. Developing dramaturg skills. 

Set up

• The group is sat in a circle.

• Pens and paper.

• Decide on a location that serves your idea/theme/stimulus (e.g. a school, a fast food restaurant)

• Decide on the times of the day (i.e. 9am, 1pm, 3pm). Choose up to four time periods. 



Three Perspectives

Exercise

• Choose a scene from a famous film or story (e.g. Simba being raised up on the rock) 

• Find three perspectives of that scene. e.g. 

1) The animals on the ground looking up at Simba. 

2) Simba’s heart beating. 

3) A bird’s eye view of the whole scene. 

Notes

• It might be best for the facilitator to think of the film/story to enable students to focus on the technique 

rather than what idea they’re going to choose.

• Video HERE (Password: TWEexercises)

Aim: Creates visually interesting moments.

Skill: Encourages participants to think outside the box when presenting scenes.

Set up: 

• There is little set up. You can use this as either a skills-based exercise or when you have your 

story/stimulus and are ready to find interesting ways to stage it. 

https://vimeo.com/467802730


Internal/External

Exercise

• Using the example of the ‘cosmos moment’ in our show, 1972: The Future of Sex. 

• We see Anna and Tessa kiss. 

• We see the ensemble run to lift Anna into the ‘cosmos’, representing her happiness and passion. 

• The ensemble bring her back down and we return to the reality of the moment.

• Using your own stimulus or idea, how can you use this technique to express your character’s internal     

feelings? 

Notes

• Video HERE (Password: TWEexercises)

Aim: Creating visual staging.

Skill: Show don’t tell. A visual way to express a character’s emotions rather than saying “I feel sad”. 

Set up: 

• As a devising exercise, there is little set up. As above you might want to do this exercise when 

you’re finding interesting ways of staging your piece.

https://vimeo.com/465390636


Big Paper

As a way to unpack our idea or stimulus at the beginning of the process, we separate the idea into categories on big 

pieces of paper. 

The categories we use are:

• Themes

• Characters

• Scenarios

• Questions

You may want to divvy up each of the above categories. When you notice something from your category, write it down. 

Choose categories that are most useful to you and specific to the stimulus. You might also use sounds, flashbacks, 

dreams, settings etc. If you are working from scratch, write up things you’d like to see or things that have come out of 

conversations and devising tasks. 

At the beginning of our process, we also write responses to:

• What are we excited about?

• What our fears about the show?

As the process continues, we will write down:

• Scenes we’d like to see

• What we’ve made

This is one is particularly important as it 

acts as a form of documentation.



FREE DEVISING
Throughout this pack, we have laid out some exercises that are facilitated in someway. These will form the 

framework for when you start ‘free devising’.

This is the bit when everyone looks over the big sheet of paper that says ‘Scenes we’d like to see’ and says

‘I want to see a scene where a vegan and a farmer talk about their favourite burger. I need two people.’ 

‘I want to see a movement sequence about the inner workings of a restaurant kitchen. I want 5 people.’

• You might want to explore the same scene through different forms - movement, music, text etc.

• When everyone has a task, each group goes off for 15 - 20 minutes to devise their scene. 

• When the time is up, each group shows back. We find it easier to discuss them all when everyone has 

gone, to save time. Be positive and constructively critical. 

• Then go for another round of free devising. This is how you generate a wealth of material.

STRUCTURING
As we near the latter half of the rehearsal period, we have to begin to whittle down all the material we 

have created. This is our structuring process. 

Structuring involves: 

• Putting all the scenes, images, sequences on post it notes.

• We spend a long time ordering and reordering, adding and removing each piece of paper according 

to ‘the ride of the show’, set-up & pay-off, is that scene for a different show?, could we layer those two 

moments ontop of each other?, where’s that character’s resolution? etc. 

• We will then try a version of the structure on its feet. We might then realise we have some narrative 

holes to fill and will need to devise some new scenes.

INTO PRODUCTION
Once we have a structure, we will rehearse the show until it’s time to take it into final production. We will 

keep tweaking it up until first previews, but the narrative structure will remain the same (we hope!). Helena 

talks about the change from the devising process into final production HERE. 

https://youtu.be/abrKGWVQDk0


We hope you have found this resource pack useful. We hope you have found this resource pack useful. 
If you have any questions, please contact If you have any questions, please contact 
emily@thewardrobeensemble.com.emily@thewardrobeensemble.com.


