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Welcome to the Thousand Islands Playhouse’s production of Bird Brain! We are very excited share this
heart-warming tale by award-winning playwright Vern Thiessen with you and your students. We
programmed this play for our 2014 Young Company school tour because of the way it promotes critical
thinking and kindness, and for its capacity to delight and teach. Since 1997, The Thousand Islands
Playhouse Young Company has been bringing professional theatre to thousands of young people
across Eastern Ontario. It provides a wonderful introduction to the magic of live theatre and promotes
the wonders of reading, singing, dance and storytelling. We hope that this guide gives you the tools
you need to make arts education both accessible and fun for your students. Thank you so much for
your interest and support of the Thousand Islands Playhouse and I look forward to seeing you again at
one of our seven main stage productions at the Playhouse this summer!
Yours,

Ashlie Corcoran
Artistic Director, Thousand Islands Playhouse
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Bird Brain
Playwright - Vern Thiessen
Adapted from the story Vogelkopf by Albert Wendt
Director - Charlotte Gowdy
Set & Props Design - Brian Frommer
Costume Design - Jayne Christopher
Sound Design - Sean McCabe
Study Guide - Charlotte Gowdy
Assistant Director - Bridget Gilhooly
Bookings Co-ordinator - Andrew Geekie
Cast – Luke Brown
Nan Chen
Alexandra Montagnese
Dylan On

From, L to R: Nan Chen, Luke Brown, Alex Montagnese, Bridget Gilhooly, Dylan On
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A woodcutter comes across a nest of freezing baby birds crying out for help. Though he
resists at first, their beautiful singing enchants him and he gives them a warm home
under his hat. He then heads to Hat Street, where tipping your hat is not only a courtesy,
it’s the law. Unable to doff his hat to the Queen’s Under Secretary, he finds himself in
trouble. The Under Secretary refuses to pay him for wood and so the man (Bird Brain)
returns home with no money. This greatly displeases his wife and she becomes even
more enraged when he does not take off his hat at the dinner table. She banishes Bird
Brain to the woods where he has only his birds to keep him company. The Queen soon
learns about the man (Bird Brain) and decides to hold a Festival for Fools inviting Bird
Brain as a special guest. At the Festival, Bird Brain has fun dancing with the “Beautiful
Fool” who turns out to be the Queen. On a tour of the Palace, the Under Secretary
reminds the Queen that it is the law that everyone must remove their hat in front of Her
Majesty. Bird Brain again refuses and is sentenced to death. To save him from his fate,
the Queen asks Bird Brain to marry him and become the King so that he does not have
to take his hat off for anyone. The Queen reveals that she too has birds under her
crown! Bird Brain agrees and they wedding takes place. But the Under Secretary
meanwhile hatches a plot to get rid of Bird Brain once and for all. Before the plan is
carried out the Under Secretary hears the beautiful singing of the birds and his heart
melts. When the Under Secretary apologizes, Bird Brain promotes him to Bird Secretary
of All the Land!
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The plays of Vern Thiessen are seen around the world from Canada to China;
from New York to New Zealand; from comedies to historical drama; from musicals
to works for children; Thiessen is considered one of the most diverse and
successful playwrights Canada has ever produced. He is the recipient of numerous
awards including, the Elizabeth Sterling Haynes award for outstanding new play,
the city of Edmonton Arts Achievement Award, the University of Alberta Alumni
Award for Excellence, the Carol Bolt Award and in 2003 he won the Governor
Generals Literary Award, Canada’s highest honour for playwriting.
Thiessen has served as Playwright in Residence at Workshop West Theatre and the Citadel Theatre in
Edmonton. He is past president of both the Playwright’s Guild of Canada and the Writer’s Guild of
Alberta and is an Associate Artist with Epic theatre in New York City. His work has been translated into
several languages including German, French, Polish and Hebrew. His play, Shakespeare's Will has been
produced twice at Canada's Stratford Festival. Lenin's Embalmers, A More Perfect Union and Einstein's
Gift have been produced Off-Broadway.
Born in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Thiessen now divides his time between Canada and New York City. He is
married to acclaimed novelist, Susie Maloney.

A graduate of both the National Theatre School of Canada and Ecole
Phillipe Gaulier in Paris France, Charlotte Gowdy has been working as
an actor, director, teacher and musician for over a decade. As an actor
she has played leading roles at theatres across Canada including three
seasons at the Shaw Festival, Manitoba Theatre Centre, The Grand Theatre, Blyth Festival, Theatre
NorthWest, St Lawrence Shakespeare Festival, Theatre Lac Brome, Odyssey, and Canadian Stage. She
has also appeared in CBC television’s Murdoch Mysteries.
In 2009 Charlotte was awarded the Theatre Ontario PTTP grant for directing. Since then she has
directed shows for the Thousand Islands Playhouse (Peg and the Yeti), Summerworks, Rhubarb!,
Hysteria, Nightwood Theatre, Tapestry New Opera, Fanshawe College and an acclaimed production of
John Logan’s Red at Theatre Kingston. Charlotte is a regular guest teacher in the drama departments at
Queen’s University, Fanshawe College, Holland College in PEI and has also worked extensively with
children teaching acting and clowning workshops at schools across Canada. She is the recipient of the
Peter Dwyer Scholarship for excellence in acting, a Christopher Newton Award from the Shaw Festival
and was short-listed for the Gina Wilkinson Prize for directing. Charlotte is the Associate Artistic
Director at the Thousand Islands Playhouse.
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Luke Brown
Luke hails from the small town of Sussex, New Brunswick. In 2012, he was the recipient
of the Alvin Shaw Memorial Award, presented at the New Brunswick Drama Festival to
an individual with the most professional potential. Luke has worked with children at
KidSing Performance Schools for four years, where he led musical theatre classes and
summer camps. The magic of theatre continues to stimulate his imagination as a
student in the Queen’s University Department of Drama.

Nan Chen
Nan is a Queen’s University Drama student in the Concurrent Education program. In the
fall, Nan will be returning to Queen’s to attend Teacher’s College. When not on stage of
waving at people who are too far away to see him, Nan enjoys teaching ESL and drama
at summer camp, participating in drama workshops at the Royal Military College,
roaming the streets of France, reading, running and rolling on the floor laughing. Nan is
thrilled to work with the Young Company!

Alexandra Montagnese
Originally from Northern Ontario, Alexandra attended high school in Kingston at KCVI
eventually making her way to Montreal where she completed her studies in English
Drama and Theatre at McGill University. Alex is the co-founder of the arts collective La
Plante in Montreal. She is excited to be working with the vibrant, inspiring energy of the
Young Company community!

Dylan On
A native of Ottawa, Dylan has spent the last four years completing his undergraduate
degree in Drama and Psychology at Queen’s University. Last summer he performed
theatre for young audiences with Barefoot Players in Kingston. In Septmeber he will be
heading to Toronto to study at York University’s MA program in Theatre & Performance
Studies.
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Do you have children in your life that inspired you to write Bird Brain?
VT: Yes. Although Bird Brain is based on Albert Wendt's beautiful book, I was personally inspired to
write this for my niece, who suffers from schizophrenia and also, by chance, likes to breed birds. She's
amazing!
When did you know you wanted to be a writer?
VT: I wrote my first play when I was 12 years old, but I didn't really know I wanted to be a writer until I
was an adult.
What's your favourite moment in the play?
VT: I always like the scene where the wife kicks him out of the house. He loves her so much, but she
won't accept him for who he is. It's a funny and sad scene all at the same time.
Have there been any audience reactions to this play that have surprised you?
VT: I am always surprised how worried the children get when Bird Brain is about to be killed. I am happy
they care so much about him.
What do you hope audiences will take away from this show?
VT: Don't be scared of people who are different.
Are you working on any new plays for young audiences?
VT: I am! I am working on a play called Old Nettie and Little Bern about a boy who gets lost in a snow
storm.
Anything else you'd like to add...
VT: Enjoy the play!
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Compassion

Critical Thinking

Kindness

Consequence of actions

Friendship

Nature Conservation

Diversity

Forgiveness

Faith and Courage

One of the reasons why I love this play so much is that it encourages us to follow our hearts. Bird Brain
makes a very difficult decision to follow the call of his heart and save the helpless little birds, despite
the impracticalities and potentially fatal consequences. By acting out of kindness instead of fear, his life
transforms drastically for the better. I also love the unconventional treatment of the “bad guy” in this
play. Instead of taking revenge or subjecting the Under Secretary to a severe punishment, Bird Brain
uses his power as King to promote the Under Secretary to “Bird Secretary of All the Land”. In this way,
children learn about forgiveness and that everyone has the capacity to be kind and loving, even if they
have acted unkindly in the past. What a refreshing message!
By framing the story within the context of storytellers, the play is also a celebration of story itself, as
well as theatre, language and poetry. The use of repetition, song, verse and heightened language all
serve to elevate the play to the world of fable or allegory. I believe this lyrical quality adds profundity
and power to the message at the heart of the play.
The playwright Vern Thiessen was inspired to write this play for his niece who suffers from childhood
schizophrenia. As a director, this gave me insight into the idea of diversity and how important it is to
embrace and accept differences. When Bird Brain tells his wife and the Under-Secretary that he is
talking to birds under his hat, they don’t believe him. How often do we dismiss or disbelieve what
people tell us because it makes us uncomfortable? But when we embrace difference and diversity, as
the Queen does when she organizes the “Festival For Fools”, we open ourselves up to profound insight,
shifts in perspective and the infinite joy of being surrounded by unique human beings. “Each of us has
our own special condition” says the Queen. I hope that this play will inspire you and your students to
celebrate these special conditions in all of us!

8

Storytellers – The narrators of the story, they make ti up as they go along, adding
commentary and giving important information.
The Birds – A nest of baby birds cold, hungry and alone, in the middle of a deep winter
forest.
The Man / Bird Brain – Our protagonist: A woodcutter who lives in a hut in the woods
with his wife. He saves the baby birds and his life changes forever.
Wife – She makes soup and wants Bird Brain to bring her money, not birds.
The Under Secretary – He works for the Queen. And he cares more about the rules and
laws of the land than anything else.
The Queen – A brave woman who has recently taken control of the kingdom after her
husband, the king’s, death. She is a kind woman and has a little secret of her own!
The Fools – People at the Festival for Fools who have their own special conditions. They
have been locked up in an institution and now that the Queen has organized the
Festival, they are free to play. The fools include, Fred the swinger, a fortune teller and a
wordsmith.
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The following activities are suitable for students from JK – Grade 5. Please feel free to tailor the
exercises to meet the needs of your particular group.

1. LISTENING SKILLS and THEATRE ETTIQUETTE
The Thousand Islands Playhouse Young Company will arrive at your school with sets,
costumes, props, and technical equipment and present a one-hour play followed by a brief
question and answer period.
-

Before the show, encourage your students to look at different aspects of the
production: sets, costumes, props, sound and music. Ask them to think of questions to
ask the actors after the show. Brainstorm with them about possible topics.

-

Remind the students that there is a certain way to behave when watching a play that is
different from watching a movie. There are live actors on stage that can hear and see
everything that is going on in the room. It is important to listen and be respectful of the
actors and the audience around them. However, we do want our audience to laugh
cheer, clap and really enjoy your time at the theatre. The most important advice a
teacher can give when taking students to a watch play is to encourage enjoyment.

-

There will be lots of opportunities to laugh during the show. Actors love it when
audiences laugh. Please feel free to encourage the students to laugh out loud at the
funny parts of the play.

-

Sometimes the actors will ask the audience to participate and use their imaginations to
help tell the story. Make sure, before going into the theatre, to tell your students to
listen and follow the instructions of the actors, and to have fun participating.

-

Remind the students that a quick comment to their friend about what they are enjoying
in the play is all right, but please whisper. Talking during the show can be very
distracting to the actors and other audience members.
IMPORTANT NOTE to TEACHERS and STAFF
- Please turn off all electronic devices during the performance. Noises and texting are
distracting to both actors and audience and may interfere with our sound system.
- Photography, audio, and video recording during a performance are all prohibited by
the Canadian Theatre Agreement

10

2. Pre-Show CLASSROOM DISCUSSION
-

Have you ever cared for an animal?
Have you ever helped to protect an animal?
What does the word “rule” mean?
What are some rules we have in our classroom?
What is the difference between a rule and a tradition?
Is it important to always follow the rules? Why? Why not?
What’s the difference between a stage play and a movie?
Have you ever been to a play before?
Describe a time when you were courageous. How did it feel? What were the
consequences of your brave actions?

3. Pre-show– FAIRY TALES
Read aloud to your group one or more fairy tales (Hansel & Gretel, Rumpelstiltskin,
Little Red Riding Hood etc).
What do the tales have in common?
What makes a fairy tale different from a regular story?

4. Pre-show – THEMES of the PLAY
Discuss the meaning and definitions of each of the following words:
Compassion
Forgiveness
Diversity
Courage
Friendship
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5. Post Show – Classroom Discussions
a) A Clear Mind – When Bird Brain hears the birds beautiful singing it gives him a “clear
mind.”
 Have you ever had a clear mind? What does it feel like?
 What activities do you do that give you a clear mind? Going for a walk, singing, dancing,
sleeping or playing with friends?
 Why do you think having a clear mind is important?

b) Believe – The Queen has birds in her crown. Sometimes she hears them sing and
sometimes she can’t quite hear them. When she has trouble hearing the birds she
remembers to “believe.”
 What kind of things do you believe in?
 Why is important to believe?
 Which two characters in the play don’t believe in Bird Brain’s birds?
c) Special Conditions – The Queen says “We all have our own special conditions.”




What’s your special condition?
Do you have a friend with a special condition? What is it?
Can you imagine a world where everybody was exactly the same, with no special
conditions? What would it be like?

d) Elements of the Play - The production of Bird Brain is made up of many elements
including: sets, props, costumes, actors, sound effects, music, dance and the script.







What were your favorite elements of the play? Why?
All of the actors played more than one character. Can you count how many characters
there were in total? And how many actors were there in total?
If you could play one character, which character would you play?
What did you learn from the play?
Why do you think Bird Brain decided to promote the Under Secretary instead of punish
him?
Describe a time when you have been kind to someone even if they have been unkind to
you. How did it feel?
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6. Post-show – BIRD IDENTIFICATION
In the play, the Woodcutter calls his wife by several different nicknames. Below are all the
different kinds of birds that he calls her. Draw a line between the picture and the correct name
of the bird.

DOVE

ROBIN

PARTRIDGE

HEN

TURKEY

CHICKADEE
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7. Post Show – Greetings!
Depending on where you live in the world, different cultures have different traditions for
greeting people. Greetings can vary from waving hello, shaking hands, kissing on both cheeks,
bowing etc. On Hat Street (in the play) there is a very specific tradition about tipping your hat
when you meet someone.
Activity:
a) Have the students walk around the room and greet each other in the following ways:






Greet each other by smiling and nodding
Greet each other by a special hand shake
Greet each other by waving and as if you are in a hurry
Greet each other by bowing as if you are happy
Greet each other by bowing as if you are sad.

b) Write the numbers 1 through 25 on 25 small squares of paper. With a bit of tape on the
back of each paper, tape a number on the forehead of each student, careful not to let
the student see what number they have on their forehead.
Next ask the students to walk around the room and greet people according to the
number on the foreheads of the other students. For example, if you see someone with
the number 25 you may want to bow very deeply to them, as if they were a king or
queen. And if you see someone with the number 1 on their forehead, perhaps just give
them a quick wave.
After a few minutes of walking around the room and greeting each other, ask the
students to line up according to what they think their status is in the room (ie from
lowest to highest.) Then, remove the numbers from the forehead and see how close the
group came to numerical order.
Mix the numbers up and play again.
At the end, discuss how it feels to be treated (and greeted) a certain way. How did you
feel when people were greeting you casually or dismissively? And how did you feel
when you were treated with respect?
Why do you think Bird Brain feels uncomfortable when the Under Secretary bows and
tips his hat to him?
Note: this exercise can also be played with a deck of playing cards
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8. Post-Show – Connect the Dots
Answer the following math questions and connect the dots in numerical order (1,2,3...)
to create a beautiful bird.
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9. Post-show – Make a Bird-Feeder
a) Follow the instructions below to make your very own Bird Brain bird-feeder.

b) Once you have completed your bird-feeder, hang it in a place where you can
observe it on a regular basis.
c) In a notebook, keep track of the different types of birds that come to feed, how
often they come and at what time of the day. Do you notice any interesting
patterns?
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The Thousand Islands Playhouse is a not-for-profit charitable organization that was founded in
1982 by Greg Wanless. In its thirty-two year history producing world-class live professional
theatre, the Playhouse has achieved many milestones, including: the founding of its Young
Company in 1996, the acquisition and renovation of a production facility in 2003, and the
addition of a black box performance space in the former Gananoque Firehall in 2004. Last year
marked the inaugural season for artistic director Ashlie Corcoran. In 2014 our audiences will
enjoy seven shows presented in two separate theatres, a Monday night classical music series,
and extensive outreach activities, including special student matinees, drama workshops,
backstage tours, pre-show chats and post-show talkbacks with the professional actors. Artists
will be supported through our Playwrights’ Unit and Young Company training; and school
children will experience the magic of professional theatre through our tour of Bird Brain. In this
way, over 46,000 people will experience one or more artistic activities at the Playhouse this
year.

The Thousand Islands Playhouse Young Company is the largest, longest-running professional,
Theatre-for-Young-Audiences company in Eastern Ontario. Since its formation 17 years ago,
the TIP Young Company has been employing a troupe of emerging professional theatre artists,
providing them with first-hand experience in all aspects of theatre. Each year the Company
creates and rehearses a show under the guidance of a professional director and professional
designers. Then, from April - July, they travel across Eastern Ontario performing their show for
children at schools, libraries, public parks and special events. Last year, the company visited
over 50 schools between Belleville in the west, Cornwall in the east, Ottawa in the north, and
performed free outdoor shows at Joel Stone Park and Town Park in Gananoque as well as in the
Playhouse’s Firehall Theatre. In addition to the shows, the Young Company also offers drama
workshops after every performance. These workshops include: theatre games, mask-making,
singing/dancing and behind-the scenes tours.
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