
The BOAT - Brighton Open Air Theatre  

Proposal to Friends of Dyke Park 
Introduction 

This is a proposal to establish the city’s first dedicated open air theatre in the 
defunct bowling green in Dyke Road park.  Brighton Open Air Theatre will be 
a cultural and community resource, run by the city’s creative community for 
the benefit of residents and visitors.  It will be a seasonal venue for outdoor 
performance, spoken word, debate and occasional screenings and a year 
round landscaped quiet and creative space in Dyke Park. 

The proposal is led by a voluntary committee that comprises professional 
theatre makers, writers, arts educationalists, a construction project manager 
and an arts manager, with support from hundreds of people in the creative 
community.  

 
Indicative illustration 

Inspiration and Context 

This group has been brought together by theatre maker, writer, director, 
compere and producer Adrian Bunting. Adrian has been a fixture on the city’s 
arts scene since the early 1990s when he established the legendary Zincbar 
cabaret. He invented the hugely successful street theatre installation The 
World’s Smallest Theatre; he was one of the founding members of the 
Upstairs Theatre Company and a regular performer with the Festival 
Shakespeare Company as well as a prolific writer and performer of comedy 
and theatre.  More recently he wrote, directed and produced the play Kembles 
Riot; an award winning sell out success at the Brighton Festival 2011 and the 



Edinburgh Fringe in 2012.  The play has been invited to the New York Fringe 
in August this year.   Adrian is also a buildings project manager, working on 
the refurbishment of the Brighton Dome and designing and project managing 
the construction of hotels in Africa and the Caribbean. Over the last five years, 
Adrian has been working on bringing these two areas of expertise together, to 
address a gap in the cultural infrastructure of the city, through establishing a 
bespoke open air theatre for the city.  

He identified the Dyke Park bowling green as the ideal location, then at the 
beginning of April Adrian was diagnosed with inoperable terminal pancreatic 
cancer and given weeks to live. He brought together friends with the requisite 
skills and experience in order to ensure that the Open Air Theatre would still 
happen – and has bequeathed a substantial sum and instructions to 
practically realise it. 

 Adrian Bunting 

Overview 

The BOAT would operate from the beginning of May to the end of September 
each year and will provide a space for local artists alongside national touring 
productions. 

The programme will primarily be theatre and spoken word and will operate as 
a Fringe venue, open to all and uniquely chosen by lottery. All shows will be 
screened to check that they are suitable for outdoor public performance. 

The space will have digital infrastructure to make it viable for live screenings 
(for example with Glyndebourne) and for conferences such as the TEDx talks. 

It will be both a main Brighton Festival and a Fringe space during May.  

The design of the theatre includes a ‘thrust’ stage, projecting out into the 
audience and bringing actor and spectator together in a more direct 
communication.  

BOAT will have an education focus in June - linking in with curriculum 
requirements around Greek Theatre as well as providing performance space 
and outdoor classrooms. 



July and August will focus on touring and local theatre productions.  

September will build links with the Digital Festival, and provide an unusual 
space for conference breakout meetings and special public events. 

It is anticipated that it will be one week and two week runs from May through 
to the end of September with performances running from Wednesday to 
Saturday.  Performances will finish no later than 10pm in line with event 
licensing in other public spaces in the city. 

The events will be a mixture of free and ticketed events. 

Audiences will be encouraged to come with friends and family, bring a picnic 
or take advantage of the park’s café.  

          
Plan showing location of the BOAT 

The theatre will be a grassed ampitheatre with wide lawned steps as seating 
going down to a flat thrust lawned stage.  A sound wall will be constructed 
from railway sleepers to provide an acoustic cushion and a back stage wall for 
exits and entrances. 

The space will be designed and landscaped so that during its down times it 
will be an attractive quiet space to sit and relax.  The space will have free Wi-fi 
to encourage people to utilise the space for outdoor working or recreational 
use. 

The space will be bespoke and we will work with our architects and designers 
to provide maximum comfort for the audience and performers and minimal 
disruption to neighbours.   

The space will be unique and iconic to add to the city’s cultural tourism offer 
attracting visiting companies from all over the world and bringing cultural 
audiences to the area. 



The bowling green pavilion will provide hot-desk facilities and office space for 
visiting companies and for local theatre groups and writers. The resident 
groups will be caretakers, managers and administrators for the theatre space 
year round. 

The theatre will be fully self sufficient. Modest hire fees will help to meet the 
ongoing running and maintenance costs. Grant funding will cover the cots of 
special programmes and activities. 

The theatre will be sustainable throughout in its use of materials and its 
consideration of ongoing resources.  Audiences will be encouraged to cycle or 
walk to the venue with provision for cycling parking integrated into the design. 

City Context 

Brighton & Hove is an internationally recognised cultural centre with a vibrant 
creative community, a highly engaged resident audience and 8 million visitors 
per year – attracted by the city’s cultural offer and iconic outdoor locations. 
The city has a particularly rich history of outdoor and site specific art and 
cultural entertainment: from the Streets of Brighton to the annual Shakespeare 
in the park during Brighton Festival, Burning the Clocks, Pride and more than 
40 community festivals each year. 

The Brighton Festival and Fringe is the largest arts festival in England; The 
Fringe is the 3rd largest fringe in the world. Attendances are up year on year 
and site specific and outdoor performances in particular are growing in 
popularity.  There is a paucity of suitable outdoor space across the city with 
demand far exceeding supply. 

 

  
Festival Shakespeare Company 1994 in Queens Park and 2010 in St Anne’s Wells 

The city has an internationally recognised expertise in its artists and 
technicians in staging and running outdoor productions. The BOAT will 
provide a physical focus for this – helping to further raise the profile of the 
work made and presented in the city. 



The Fringe demonstrates each year the willingness of the city’s creative’s to 
come together collectively. There is a huge creative community willing to offer 
their time and expertise for a genuine community cultural resource. The BOAT 
will provide a year round focus for this collaborative working and engage this 
community in the city’s green spaces. 

The city’s tourism strategy has a focus on promoting cultural tourism – the 
May experience shows us that cultural tourists tend to stay longer and spend 
more money in the city.  Brighton & Hove’s south coast location, seafront and 
downs and cosmopolitan urban centre makes outdoor culture an attractive 
part of our tourist offer – particularly for international visitors.  

The ongoing cuts and pressures on parks across the city requires radical 
thinking about how a wider range of people can be encouraged to get involved 
in engaging with our precious green spaces.  The arts and cultural community 
in the city is an untapped resource of time and expertise.  

Open Air Theatres 

Original theatres were in the open air and have thrived since Ancient Greece, 
introduced to Britain by the Romans and adapted by the Elizabethans.  It feels 
thrillingly natural to watch a performance in an amphitheatre where the 
relationship between actor and performer is open and evident.  Open Air 
Theatres and outdoor performances and screenings have enjoyed a 
renaissance over the last 20 years with the UK at the forefront.  The two most 
famous permanent theatres are the award winning Regent’s Park Open Air 
Theatre, which has been in operation since 1932 and regularly sells out its 
1200 seats and the Minack Theatre in Cornwall which has just celebrated its 
80th year of operation. 

 
Regent’s Park  

There has been a recent rush of new open air theatres such as the hugely 
successful Grosvenor Park and the Scoop in London.  The success of the 
Globe theatre which is only partially covered has been staggering and it has 
demonstrated the way in which the elements can be used to wondrous effects 
in its staging of both Shakespeare’s and contemporary plays.  



 
Grosvenor Park  

Closer to home the Festival Shakespeare Company attracts near capacity 
audiences each year with 250 people per night. 

The expansion in open air theatre means that there has been a corresponding 
rise in the amount of high quality touring work produced for the outdoors and a 
network of other theatres and producing companies that suggest an exciting 
potential for national collaboration and touring opportunities for home grown 
work. 

Management Team 

The volunteer BOAT management team appointed by Adrian Bunting are: 

James Payne is an award-winning screenwriter. He studied the performing 
arts at Brighton College of Art and has lived in the city for twenty years. 
James has written some of the best known and well loved television shows of 
the last decade. His credits include EASTENDERS, ASHES TO ASHES, 
HUSTLE and DEATH IN PARADISE. Currently he is writing THE 
MUSKETEERS, a major ten-part drama starring Peter Capaldi and Luke 
Pasqualino, and is co-creator and writer of BY ANY MEANS an 
unconventional police drama starring Warren Brown and Gina McKee. Both 
shows will screen on BBC1 in 2013/14. In 2010, at the invitation of the BBC 
World Service Trust, he travelled to Beirut, Lebanon to develop the world’s 
first Arabic webdrama, SHANKABOOT. It’s themes of individual liberty chimed 
amongst millions of young Arabs in the months preceding the Arab uprisings. 
In 2010 it won the International Digital EMMY for fiction. 

Claire Raftery is an outdoor theatre director who has lived in Brighton for 23 
years. As Co-Artistic Director of Periplum, she has toured large scale 
theatrical spectacles internationally including commissions & awards from the 
National Theatre, British Museum, Beijing International Festival China & ACE. 
In 2012 The Anglo Mexican Foundation commissioned Periplum to direct and 
adapt our large scale outdoor production The Bell for the Mexican Bicentenary 
and Centenary celebrations for a 2 month tour of Mexico reaching audiences 



of 60,000. Periplum are currently Associate Artists of New Theatre Royal 
Portsmouth & Greenwich Docklands International Festival. Accolades and 
Nominations include Fringe First Awards 2000 & 2001, the Pierre de 
Coubertin Gold Medal and Inspire Mark by Cultural Olympiad/LOCOQ.  As an 
independent director she directed several outdoor Shakespeare in the Parks 
for Re: Action Theatre & Festival Shakespeare Theatre. As Performing Arts 
Consultant & Lead Tutor for STS Pavilion Tours she designs & delivers 
educational performing arts residencies with UK schools & colleges in Italy, 
Spain & Greece and is a regular Visiting Lecturer at Northbrook College of 
FE/HE. Educational commissions include residencies & productions with the 
University of Winchester, National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), 
University of Veracruz Mexico & National School of Theatre Arts (ENAT). 

 
Ross Gurney-Randall is an award winning actor and writer. He has been 
involved with Brighton open air  theatre since 1988, as either actor or 
producer. He has experience of working in many locations in the city, 
including Queen's Park and is currently part of the Festival Shakespeare 
Company. More recently he formed his own company, specialising in new 
writing, touring productions to festivals and venues across the UK, including 
Edinburgh and last year was invited to perform at the Adelaide Festival, 
picking up several more awards along the way.  
 
 
Steven Turner joined the construction industry in 1987 as a site surveyor and 
quickly moved over to management of projects with Bovis, Llewellyn, Kajima 
UK Engineering Limited and Miller Construction on traditional and D&B 
contracts. He joined Kier Longley in 1999 as senior site manager and 
progressed to Project Manager in 2007.  Steve has worked on a range of 
large scale capital projects in the Civic, Commercial, Health & Leisure sectors 
and has been nominated for Construction Manager of the Year Award 2009 
with the CIOB. 
 

Donna Close is the arts and cultural projects manager at Brighton & Hove 
city council. This role includes managing the city’s public art portfolio, 
developing cultural projects and programmes and providing advice and 
support to the city’s creative and cultural sector. She has experience on a 
wide range of boards including the Brighton Dome & Festival Ltd and 
developed and directed and produced the flagship White Night festivals – 
including raising £400,000 of external fundin. Prior to working at the council 
Donna was an outdoor arts festival producer and commissioner for Zap Art 
which included being the producer and programmer of the Streets of Brighton 
festival from 1996 to 2003.  She has significant fund-raising and creative 
business development experience. 



Finance 

Our initial estimate for the capital costs are £25,000. This includes design and 
consultation fees, landscaping, building works, technical infrastructure and 
back stage and front of house facilities.  

Adrian has bequeathed £18,000 towards the costs of establishing the open air 
theatre.  The BOAT team are instigating a crowd funding campaign to raise 
the additional £7,000.   

There are plans for a major stand up fund-raising event at Brighton Dome 
featuring some of Adrian’s friends from the professional comedy circuit. 

The ongoing revenue costs will be met through modest hire fees.  The space 
and volunteer programme will be managed on a contractual quid pro quo 
basis by resident artists in return for subsidised office and creative space.  

Additional fund-raising will take place for specific projects to include 
applications for specific original programmes of work to Arts Council England 
and to other cultural trusts and foundations.   

 

 
Periplum – The Bell 

 

Next steps 

We are in the process as establishing BOAT as a not for profit company and a 
bank account has been set up. 
 
If we are able to secure the support and interest of the Friends of Dyke Road 
Park we would like to proceed with developing the proposals further of the old 
bowling green.   
 
 



This would include: 
 

 Presentation of the project to the city council/ councillors and to any 
appropriate stakeholders. 

 Public consultation about the project via Facebook and Twitter. 
 A full design brief developed and architects and landscape designers 

invited to tender. 
 Detailed budgeting exercise 
 Further public consultation on the final designs 
 Planning application made 
 Licensing application made 
 We would be aiming to launch the BOAT for the Brighton Festival 

2014. 
  

 

- Adrian Bunting and the BOAT committee. 
April 2013 
 
For more information, contact: 
Steve Turner – steve.turner@keir.co.uk  - Mob  +44(0)7855 781056 
Donna Close – msdonnaclose@gmail.com - Mob +44 (0)7866 622248 

 

 

 

 


