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I NT R ODU CT I ON

Given the target group, these activities are not

designed to provide comprehensive stage skills. The
type of performance piece created in a BIG hART

project will have removed skills that require mature

application and diligence over time. New language
has to be generated and new combinations of skills

devised. However, many of these exercises are useful

for confidence building and as act ivi t ies that
participants can easily interpret as stage craft.
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In everyday life, discipline and motivation, attention
to detail and the ability to delay gratification to

achieve a goal are important, and these skills are a

by-product of the workshop activities.

The activities themselves arenÕt likely to be important

in discovering the theatrical language of a group of
this nature.

(Although they are simple exercises and you are
probably familiar with them, it’s worth reading the

notes at the end of each description, before using

them, in case there is a useful reminder.)
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1 /

OR DE R I NG  A R OU ND

FORMAT: Pair off the group into “A” and “B”. Ask “A” to
order “B” around and vice versa. (All the “A”s doing it at
the same time; “B”s must do exactly as they say.)

They should be encouraged to be completely dictatorial
and the other person must comply. The only rules

being to stay within the room and not to endanger

the other person.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKILLS: Assertiveness/cooperation/spontaneity.

PERFORMANCE: A rare moment of high energy and

larger-than-life actions while being observed. Negative
evaluation is forgotten.
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NOTES:

¥ This activity is very useful early in the groupÕs life

in a number of ways. When being ordered around

they revel in the lack of responsibility for their
actions Ð being told what to do Ð making them

very spontaneous. The others love the experience

of complete power. They love the moment of
realisation that the other person can take revenge

when you swap places. They revel in the moment
of revenge. The activity can be the first time they

experience a burst of energy in the workshops. It

may be the first time they behave in an exaggerated
theatrical way without fear of negative evaluation

or shame.

¥ Watch for dangerous orders.

¥ Very useful for overcoming lethargy.
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2 /

BR E A K I NG  T H I NG S

FORMAT: An early introduction with a deeply resistant

group, such as young offenders who are required to
be involved in the project, is to bring something that

seems precious and breaks easily (eg china plates).

Carefully choose someone with middle status amongst
their peers and flatly ask them to smash it without

giving them attention and continuing with the
workshop.

This will often fascinate the others. In this context

the person will encounter resistance to something
they would normally easily do. Have a number of plates

there but only break three (by the third most members

will be begging to break one). After three itÕs hard to
control.
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MATERIALS:  China plates from an op shop.

SKILLS: Spontaneity

P E R FOR MA NCE :  Opens the group to stage

possibilities.
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3 /

DOI NG  NOT H I NG

FORMAT:  Divide the group into two and have them

stand facing each other: ask one side to do nothing
while the other side observes them.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKILLS: Deep concentration/confidence.

PERFORMANCE: A way of being on stage without
feeling observed and looking mannered.

NOTES:

¥ As an early activity and a repeated one, this can be

useful to capitalise on the energy of minimising

oneself. Group members, if convinced to make any
contribution at all, will try to minimise the
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possibility of shame by doing the least interesting
thing. This activity usually gets a positive response

because it builds on this in a positive way. At first

the group will stare in a fixed way, trying not to
laugh. Ask one group to observe. Then ask the other

to count something in the background where they
are looking Ð bricks, boards, windows etc. They

must count exactly as if their lives depended on it.

(If there are numeracy problems in the group then
look for different colours.)

¥ Instead of the fixed stare, the group will look

focused and present. The self observation will be

gone, the fear of shame etc.

¥ This is an interesting form of early performance.
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4 /

FOLLOW T H E  L E A DE R

FORMAT: With everyone standing on the floor, a leader

is chosen at random and the group does exactly what
they are doing, until you call out a new leaderÕs name.

The person will almost certainly look embarrassed and

say, “I canÕt think of anything.” Repeat that as well
as the embarrassed body language. Repeat everything.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKILLS: Confidence/kinetic/physical spontaneity.

PERFORMANCE: ItÕs impossible not to join in and be

the focus of attention for a moment

NOTES:

¥ This exercise gives a burst of energy. Change the
leaders frequently: try and get the group moving
and using the whole space.
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¥ This exercise relies on the arts mentorÕs committed

involvement. Watch carefully for any negative

reaction in more volatile members and change the
leader immediately. Avoid making people feel

laughed at.

¥ Affirm the coolest, most withdrawn behaviour by
repeating it as a group.

¥ It will probably be one of the first experiences of

something they do being over-accepted instead of

criticised, and even though it is in the guise of
imitating, it will still be felt in a positive way.

¥ Useful early in rehearsals as an involving exercise

as it is virtually impossible not to be involved and

not to feel OK about it. The group affirms what you
do inadvertently.
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5 /

WH O ST A R T E D T H E  MOT I ON

VERY USEFUL EARLY IN WORKSHOPS

FORMAT:  One person goes out of the room, the group

stands in a close circle and chooses a leader who will
begin a motion with a part of their body. The person

is called back into the room and stands in the middle
of the circle and the leader has to begin the motion

without being detected. They change the motion when

they can, without being detected, and the others must
follow. The person can have three guesses. A new

person goes out and a new leader is chosen.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKILLS: Cooperation/kinetic.
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PERFORMANCE: First experience of performing and
being observed. Non-threatening inventiveness.

NOTES:

¥ Although this game seems childish and simplistic,

its simple competitiveness often hooks guarded
people.

¥ It is useful because most often the leader will almost

certainly choose the dullest motion and will need

to keep choosing new motions, making kinetic
choices.
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¥ The group will give it away if they look directly at

the person, so they must learn to be aware and use

peripheral vision. This experience of conspiracy and
self-discipline for the good of the group, which

will have been rarely experienced, is a similar
experience to working well on stage.

¥ The level and duration of concentration can be very

impressive and helps you to read who will need the

greatest assistance to survive on stage.

¥ Can work well to progress to “Wink Killer”. If the
confidence and energy of the group is high you

can move to a more physical activity (eg “Showing

Not Telling”, BOOK 7, page 5; “Showing Not Telling
(in pairs)?”, BOOK 7, page 7.)
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6 /

BOU NCI NG  A  BA LL

FORMAT:  Bounce an imaginary ball by oneself, then

in pairs and finally in two large teams across the room.
The mentor calls out the speed of the ball, the weight

of the ball, the size of the ball. The object is to keep

the ball in space and see it in space.

MATERIALS:  None. (Can combine with a real ball.)

SKILLS: Kinetic/cooperation/mime/observation.

PERFORMANCE:  Not necessarily interested in passing

on mime skills, although you can observe natural flare
for movement. Stage discipline and the need for

precision in movement can be illustrated.

Can combine with a real ball and then an active group

ball game (eg “Team brandings).
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7 /

WH I SP E R I NG  “ I  LOVE  YOU ”

FORMAT:  The whole group moves around the room

using as much space as possible. When they pass
someone they say “I love You,” in a whisper and keep

walking.

CHANGE:  Divide the group in half and have one half

walk with their hands by their side and say “I love

you” and the other group walk with their hands behind
their backs and avert their eyes downward when

spoken to. Change each group around.

MATERIALS:  None.

SKILLS: Cooperation/affirmation/interpersonal skills.

PERFORMANCE: Experience body position changing

the feeling world.
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NOTES:  Go on to talk about and illustrate body
language, imitating members in the group and

different types of behaviour.
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8 /

WA LK I NG  –  LOOK I NG  AWA Y,  ST A R I NG

FORMAT: Build on “Whispering ÔI love youÕ” by keeping

the group divided in two and having one group, staring
at each person they pass and the other group looking

away when they are stared at.

NOTES:

¥ Discuss the sensations experienced when looked at
differently and introduce the idea of everyday life

being a performance.

¥ Move to specific examples of behaviour. Male

toughness rituals are particularly useful and easy
for the group to see.

¥ To build on the engagement in the workshops, talk

about how performing can give you an edge over others.
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9 /

T U G - OF- WA R

USEFUL EARLY IN WORKSHOPS –
WITH REAL TUG-OF-WAR

FORMAT:  Divide the group in two equal teams. This is
a simple mime exercise, using the two teams in an

imaginary tug-of-war. ItÕs important to see the rope
yourself and play out the drama of winning and losing

so participants donÕt lose heart.

MATERIALS:  None (Although if you combine it with

a real tug-of-war youÕll need a rope.)

SKILLS: Kinetic/cooperation/mime/observation.

PERFORMANCE:  Not necessarily interested in passing
on mime skills, although you can observe natural flair

for movement. Stage discipline and the need for

precision of movement on stage can be illustrated.
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NOTES:

¥ ItÕs useful to begin with pairs in front of the group,

adding people as you go.

¥ Keep the imaginary rope tight. In this way, although

there are opposing teams, they have to work
together.

¥ Build on the activity by imagining and physicalising

the rope.

(Although this is not the focus, if you have access to

a mime artist who can create illusions and show the
group some simple techniques, it seems to easily

engage the group and provides a useful burst of energy

from achievement a few weeks into the project.)
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1 0 /

P I CK I NG  FR U I T

DESCR I PT ION:  A continual mimed movement of

reaching up to a tree and picking a piece of fruit the
size of a grapefruit, bringing it back down and

releasing it from the hand onto the ground.

MATERIALS:  None. (Can combine with a real ball.)

SKILLS: Kinetic/cooperation/mime/observation.

PERFORMANCE:  Stage discipline and the need for
precision in movement can be illustrated

NOTE:  Concentrate on isolating each action. Raising

the arm, then the hand, opening the hand wide,

enclosing the fingers around a full piece of fruit,
picking the fruit lowering the hand. Repeat.

The purpose is not to mime so much as experiencing

kinetic concentration and a sense of easy achievement.
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1 1 /

WH A T ’ S OU T  T H E R E ?

FORMAT:  A volunteer leaves the room and re-enters

through the same door. As she/he enters, without using
speech and with as little explicit action as possible, the

person lets the audience know what situation or activity

has just occurred. Keep it as simple as possible (eg itÕs
been raining; theyÕve been slapped in the face; theyÕve

been kissing; theyÕve stubbed their toes etc).

MATERIALS:  An internal door.

SKI LLS:  Conf idence/ kinet ic/ invent iveness/
performance.

PERFORMANCE: Although these performance skills are

unlikely to be used on stage, the slowly building focus
on performance is important.
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NOTES:

¥ Most of the group will have difficulty accepting

their own ideas. However, when they say, “I canÕt

think of anything,” ask the rest of the group if
anyone has an idea and send them out with the

person. This can be good for morale and help

friendships in the group.

¥ Remind them to avoid the tendency to try and “tell”
us whatÕs out there rather than “show” us.

¥ For some group members having an idea and being

vulnerable enough to show it will be threatening.

Attach their courage to being good for the show.

¥ This activity can be turned around to show what
will happen on the other side of the door having

left this room.
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1 2 /

WH O’ S KNOCK I NG ?

FORMAT:  Similar to “WhatÕs out there?”, with a

volunteer leaving the room. They decide on a simple
character and situation and try to communicate this

through the way they knock on the door (eg Policeman

returning a found wallet. An arresting officer. Someone
frightened. Having won Lotto etc).

MATERIALS:  An internal door.

SKI LLS:  Conf idence/ kinet ic/ invent iveness/

performance.

PERFORMANCE: Building focus towards performance.
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1 3 /

WH A T  T I ME  I S I T ?

FORMAT:  Similar to the previous two games, except
the volunteer is expressing what time of day it is (eg
just getting out of bed in the morning or in the middle
of the night; mid morning; lunch time etc).

NOTES: As for “WhatÕs out there?”.

1 4 /

CI R CU S SK I LLS

NOTE:  Teaching circus skills, not as an idea for the
final performance but as a confidence builder, can be
useful. Once you get past the initial introduction and
the group glimpses achievement they have an
obsessive quality, which is good for motivation and
coordination. It can be useful to employ a specialist.
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I NDE X

INTRODUCTION 1

1 / ORDERING AROUND 3

2 / BREAKING THINGS 5

3 / DOING NOTHING 7

4 / FOLLOW THE LEADER 9

5 / WHO STARTED THE MOTION 11

6 / BOUNCING A BALL 14

7 / WHISPERING “ I  LOVE YOU” 15

8 / WALKING – LOOKING AWAY, STARING 17

9 / TUG-OF-WAR 18

10 / PICKING FRUIT 20

11 / WHAT’S OUT THERE? 21

12 / WHO’S KNOCKING? 23

13 / WHAT TIME IS IT? 24

14 / CIRCUS SKILLS 24
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