
 

EVERY BRILLIANT THING 
 
Synopsis 
 
The performer hands out pieces of paper to the audience with a number and a ‘brilliant thing’. The performer tells 
the audience he began making his list at the age of seven after his mother’s first suicide attempt. He asks them to 
read out list entries throughout the show as he describes the evolution of the list from childhood to teenage years, 
university and adulthood. He occasionally asks members of the audience to play characters in the story. He describes 
how the list takes on a life of its own as more and more entries are added and what effect it has on his life. 
 
youtube.com/watch?v=Jg0DoBGXxCI  

 
Themes 
 
Respond 

1. Watch the clips of Duncan Macmillan and Jonny Donahoe explaining the messages in Every Brilliant Thing, a 
show about suicidal depression. They also talk about why the subject matter of Every Brilliant Thing is an 
important theme to explore in theatre: 

 
youtube.com/watch?v=zKxDFSI-LKA&index=19&list=PLqieu1QGwFRUNGVQ3ozrZcu9SjpcSUi03  

 
youtube.com/watch?v=BlkUx3C-1tk&list=PLqieu1QGwFRUNGVQ3ozrZcu9SjpcSUi03&index=18  

 
2. Duncan Macmillan believes theatre at its best is, ‘incredibly direct and incredibly interventionist’. Learn 

more about Duncan Macmillan’s style of theatre by reading the quoted article:  
 
theguardian.com/stage/2014/sep/23/duncan-macmillan-theatre-every-brilliant-thing-lungs-2071  
 

3. Every Brilliant Thing uses the elements of:  

 Comedy 

 Lighting, keeping the stage lights up 

 Staging, theatre-in-the-round 

 Audience interaction 
 
What atmosphere do these techniques create? Write a paragraph on each and discuss your opinions with the 
class. 

 
Create 

1. The use of societal issues as performance subject matter is a common thread in the history of theatre. 
Examples in the table show how theatre has been used to develop awareness and inspire change.  
 

Practitioner  Use of audience  Intervention in society Style  

Ibsen 1828–1906, 
Norwegian 

Use of naturalistic acting 
to create a window on 
society. The fourth wall 

Challenges society’s 
beliefs around gender 
roles, e.g. A Doll’s House. 

Realistically portrays an issue in society 
using an ending that has the audience 
questioning what is right and what is 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jg0DoBGXxCI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKxDFSI-LKA&index=19&list=PLqieu1QGwFRUNGVQ3ozrZcu9SjpcSUi03
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BlkUx3C-1tk&list=PLqieu1QGwFRUNGVQ3ozrZcu9SjpcSUi03&index=18
http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2014/sep/23/duncan-macmillan-theatre-every-brilliant-thing-lungs-2071


 

effect.  wrong. 

Brecht 1898–1956, 
German 

Wrote a series of plays 
for amateur performers 
that did not need a 
conventional theatre. 
The Lehrstücke.  

The Lehrstücke taught 
people to question the 
class system through the 
actions of the characters 
they portrayed, e.g. He 
Who Says Yes and He 
Who Says No.  

Two acts – perform the same story 
twice. In the first, portray the issue as it 
is in society; in the second, change the 
behaviour of the characters to portray 
how the group would like the issue to 
be dealt with in society.  

Boal 1931–2009, 
Brazilian 

Created ‘theatre of the 
oppressed’ – a form of 
theatre in which the 
audience becomes the 
actors (spectators).  

Use of theatre workshops 
and games as a tool to re-
establish trust and 
equality in communities.  

Perform an example of a problem in 
society. Perform the piece again and 
invite the audience to swap places with 
the actors to portray characters as they 
believe they should behave. Pause to 
allow time for the transitions. The 
performance is repeated until the 
audience (spectators) agrees the 
performance portrays how the issue 
should be dealt with in society.  

 
2. In groups of four, decide on an issue toward which you believe people need to change their behaviour. 

Choose one of the above styles to create a performance communicating your group’s message.  
 

3. Perform your work to the class.  
 

4. After each performance, actors and audience members should discuss the following questions: 

 What techniques were used in the performance? 

 How do these techniques enhance communication of the message to the audience? 

 What was the message being communicated? 
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