
A  Punchdrunk
approach to making theatre

Punchdrunk is a British theatre company, formed in 2000, by Artistic Director Felix
Barrett MBE.

Since its inception, Punchdrunk has pioneered a form of "immersive" theatre in
which the audience is free to choose what to watch and where to go. 

Headquarters: London
Awards: Critics' Circle Theatre Award for Best Designer
Nominations: Shorty Industry Award for Best Use of Augmented Reality

Punchdrunk are a company that rejects the passive obedience of traditional
theatregoing. Peter Higgin explores how their work is constructed, from the selection
of source material to considering the role of the audience.

A brief history of Punchdrunk

Punchdrunk was founded in 2000 by Felix Barrett. Along with a key group of collaborators, the
company pioneered a form of theatre that rejected the passive obedience of traditional
theatregoing. Audiences wear masks, Venetian style, covering much of the face and masking the
mouth. They are free to roam through productions, which are staged in disused or abandoned
buildings. The action of the play is deconstructed, often reordered and condensed with multiple
scenes playing at once in different parts of a building. The space is brought to life with intricate
set dressing, epic visual scenes, low atmospheric lighting and a filmic soundtrack. Audiences
must make choices about where they go, the characters they follow and the rooms they find.
They choose the show they see, often coming back many times to witness the production from
different perspectives.

The original conceit for what have become known as masked Punchdrunk shows was born out of
Barrett’s time as a drama student at Exeter University. In his third year he chose to direct Georg
Büchner’s unfinished play Woyzeck (1879), an early expressionistic work by the young German
author, who died before completing the text. The play follows the tragic downfall of a lowly soldier
(Woyzeck) who tries and fails to support his wife and their young child. The wife has an affair
with a drum sergeant, and Woyzeck’s mental state becomes increasingly unstable, perhaps not
helped by the medical trials he is undertaking for extra money. The play’s original manuscript
was unfinished and unordered, posing a problem to all who attempt to stage it: how do you
produce a play for which the order of the scenes is unknown? Barrett’s solution was to stage the
play in an old army barracks and to scatter the scenes across the site so that they played out
concurrently. The audience was invited to explore the space, which was lit mostly by candlelight
and low wattage domestic household fixtures. Audience members would stumble across scenes,
often in mid flow, in rooms dressed sparsely. These scenes included a grandmother in a living
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room with a stuffed Border Collie, and a captain in a room with a chair, shaving bowl, mirror and
the floor covered in human hair.

This style of work can be traced through to some of Punchdrunk’s most successful shows,
including Sleep No More (London, 2003; Boston, 2009; New York, 2011–present ; Shanghai,
2016–present); The Drowned Man (London, 2013–14); The Masque of the Red Death (London,
2007–08); Faust (London, 2006–07); and The Firebird Ball (London, 2004). Integral to the
development of these works was co-director and choreographer Maxine Doyle.

Arguably in part due to the company’s success at pioneering highly non-traditional forms with
wide appeal, especially to new theatre- going audiences, there has been an explosion of work
taking place in unusual settings, and an exponential rise in the popularity of experiential theatrical
forms. Other influential contemporary theatre companies include Shunt, Dreamthinkspeak, Grid
Iron and Secret Cinema.

Feeling Punchdrunk

The company is named Punchdrunk quite simply because that is how it wants the audience to
feel. Punchdrunk is a term commonly used to describe the state of a boxer who has endured a
hard fight, and the company equates this to a feeling of being bombarded with storytelling
through every sense, an overload of stimuli that has a deep emotional and physical impact on the
audience. The company hopes that this experience will resonate long after the event of the
performance, processed through many layers of memory and sensory associations.

Site-sympathetic theatre

There are numerous ways to describe work that takes place in non-traditional setting:
site-specific, site-responsive, promenade, radical promenade, immersive.

Punchdrunk defines its style of work foremost as site-sympathetic, as works are always created
in response to the architecture, layout and atmosphere of the space – whether it’s an empty
warehouse, an old hotel or ten acres of ancient woodland.

The creation of a Punchdrunk piece of work

Varied formats

The company is constantly exploring new genres and formats. Its most well-known productions
are epic works performed in large abandoned properties, but its practice stretches beyond this,
regularly encompassing gaming, new technologies and work that bleeds into everyday reality,
using the world as its backdrop. Silver Point, Believe Your Eyes and The Borough are examples
of productions that have used technology and real-world scenarios. And the company’s
enrichment work transforms smaller and live spaces in schools, community settings or cultural
spaces.[1] 

Audience-focussed

For Punchdrunk the audience is often the starting point for each production. The process of
putting yourself in the shoes of an audience member is essential when making work, as more
often than not the company is asking audiences not to view the work from a seat, but to
experience it moving around, making decisions, finding their own action. This presents a whole
series of dramaturgical, narrative and practical challenges to solve that are fundamentally
different from the kinds of considerations that you might face in a more traditional setting where
the audience is essentially fixed.
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