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I N T RODUCT I ON

These exerc ises are more complex and require
vulnerability, and commitment. It may be hard to
imagine how a very defensive group could participate
in them. They are designed for later in the workshops
but, even so, they require a subtle blend having built
group confidence in having ideas, coupling the

exercises with high energy games and making it clear
that they are for a purpose (ie improving skills so as
to go on tour or whatever symbol of success and reward
the group has built).

In these later workshops, it can be useful to begin
commenting on and inviting comments from the group
on a person’s action or performance. Separating the
action from the person, externalising it, talking about
it as something separate and then embracing the
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person separately, with thanks, can be liberating. It
gives permission for failure or trying things and
knowing you are respected apart from your action.

This first experience of self-expression, being separate
from the person is part of always having a positive

regard, where you are intrinsically valued aside from
your behaviour. “I love you even if your behaviour stinks.”

It’s important to remember, because of the nature of

the people involved in most BIG hART projects and
because the work produced is usually cross-form, that
these exercises are not being used to train actors.
Rather they build the skills necessary for cross-form
stage work while achieving the broader objectives of

self-actualisation.
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1 /

PASS T HE OB J ECT  AN D CHAN GE I T ,

SAY I N G ÒT HAN KSÓ

FORMAT:  Passing an invisible object from one person
to the other around a loose circle. Encourage them
not to try to make the object they are giving clever
but to just see what the next person takes. On
receiving they say “thanks”. Emphasis on the idea of
saying “thanks”. Over-thank the person as it takes
the pressure off the moment of creation.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKI LLS:  Spontaneity/creativity/cooperation.

PERFORM AN CE:  Very good for  encouraging
cooperation and acceptance of another’s ideas. Some

physicalisation skills are present but less important.
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NOTES:

• More “advanced” members will try and impress by
giving something interesting. To say, “Just put your
hands out and see what the person takes”, allows
wary group members to experience giving something
and being thanked. They may appear dismissive of

this. However, receiving an idea and not knocking
it is likely to be foreign to most group members
and is fundamental to a successful project.

• Can be played in pairs or in a circle. (A circle can
be less threatening as you have more time to stand
around and watch.)

• Be careful when a group member is offering an
interesting idea instead of receiving. The desire to
do well needs to be upheld but not at the expense
of others. Suggest their work is another kind of

exercise which you will be doing later.
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2 /

SHOWI N G N OT  T EL L I N G

FORMAT:  One person leaves the room. The others
choose what that person will be when they re-enter.
(eg an astronaut, a religious leader, circus ring leader
etc). The best choice is a person surrounded by activity
and ceremony.

The person is called back into the room and enters
the space. Without predetermining the action, the
group members move into the space and begin
being part of the situation the person would find
themselves in (eg if a circus ring leader, another
person could be a seal).

It is not a guessing game. The person becomes who the

group has chosen them to be as it is revealed to them.

They should be encouraged not to guess, just let it emerge.
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MATERIALS:  Not necessary, although the group can
use props from around the room if they wish.

SKILLS: Spontaneity/creativity/ interpersonal/kinetic.

PERFORMANCE:  The group must be working together
well for this game to be successful. If they are it’s
exhilarating and gives a rounded experience of stage work.

NOTES:  This is a difficult game and can be quite
deflating if unsuccessful. Needs to be taken on at
moments of strong group confidence.

The arts mentor needs to be very committed and
involved. Highlight working together and building on
what other people are doing. The focus is on showing
through doing, therefore the main performer becomes
the audience and just fits in.
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3 /

SHOWI N G N OT  T EL L I N G ( I N  PA I RS) ?

FORMAT:  Divide into pairs. The first person waits in
the space the other decides what the relationship
between them is and enters the space accordingly.
The first person discovers who they are by the way
the other relates to them. Reverse roles.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKILLS: Spontaneity/creativity/ interpersonal/kinetic.

NOTES:  Can be easier than working as a whole group.

All the pairs can begin at the same time or one can
play and the group watches.
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4 /

SEL L I N G:  EY E CON T ACT

FORMAT: Description: A single player tries to sell

something, anything, directly to the audience, either
miming a demonstration or using a simple object.

MATERIALS:  Can use a prop.

SKI LLS:  Presentation/confidence/verbalising/ focus.

PERFORMANCE:  The confidence that this exercise

requires works directly against the fear of negative
evaluation that will be a big handicap.
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NOTES:

• Encourage a direct presentation, calling for eye
contact, directly at members of the audience.

• Encourage them to lie about the strengths of the

product.

• Encourage them to appeal directly to members of
the audience. “Feel the smooth texture” (of the

object), the “extra grip handle” etc.

• Encourage the audience members to mime buying
the mimed object if they feel convinced.

• Limit the sales pitch two minutes maximum. Have

a time keeper call half-way.
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5 /

SCREAM

FORMAT:  Simple exercise where you divide the group
in two and, standing in two rough lines facing each
other, each side screams at the other without uttering
a sound.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKI LLS:  Inhibition/observation.

PERFORM AN CE:  Can be usefu l  in overcoming
inhibition.

NOTES:  Useful to try in pairs and then, if the group is
comfortable, one person to the audience. Watching
for and commenting on body language.
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6 /

SEL L I N G GI B B ERI SH

FORMAT:  Similar to “Selling – eye contact”, except
speaking in gibberish.

MATERIALS: Nil

SKI LLS:  Confidence/vocalising/ focus.

PERFORMANCE:  If the final performance piece is to
involve the spoken word, gibberish can be very useful
for moving towards a natural presentation.

NOTES:  Gibberish is difficult for most. There is a level

of confidence needed to appear foolish. It can be a
good exercise to touch on quickly and come back to.

• Using gibberish yourself spontaneously is useful.

• When using gibberish, look for and encourage the
variety, rhythms and other qualities of language,

such as punctuation, pauses and precision.
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7 /

Y ES,  B UT :  B L OCKI N G

FORMAT:  Played in pairs, this is a verbal game in
which two people decide who they are and where they
are. The first person, when responding to the second
must always begin each sentence with, “Yes, but.”
(An easy who and where is an “expert in an interview”.)

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKI LLS:  Spontaneity/observation/public speaking.

PERFORMANCE:  Useful for learning the idea of

blocking and negativity in working together.
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NOTES:

• Blocking ideas. The target group will experience

the safety of refusing ideas and opportunity because
of their self-loathing. Help the part ic ipants
experience and reflect on this negativity. Blocking
ideas negatively is a norm of the group’s behaviour
and the experience of embracing ideas and including
them in a “yes and ...” approach will be a turning
point in both performance and well-being for the
group.

• There will be rising frustration in the group as the

work feels uncooperative. This will need to be

debriefed.

• Follow the exercise with “Yes and ...” (next page)

• Repeat the two exercises often.
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8 /

Y ES AN D . . .  :  ACCEPT I N G

FORMAT:  Played in pairs, this is a verbal game in
which two people decide who they are and where they
are. The first person, when responding to the second,
must always begin each sentence with “Yes and ... ”
(An easy who and where is an “expert in an interview.”)

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKI LLS:  Spontaneity/observation/public speaking.

PERFORMANCE:  Useful for learning the idea of

blocking and negativity in working together.
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NOTES:

• Useful for experiencing the sensation of being
accepted in working together. It’s a game which
forces this experience onto us when we invariably
block. Participants will attempt to accept verbally
but will struggle to commit to it. Push them by
calling out “yes and!”

• It’s vital they experience this often. However, don’t
let each game go on too long. End it on as positive

a note as possible. Give quick short feedback after
each game.
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9 /

REL AXAT I ON  B REAT HI N G

FORMAT:  Ask the group to lie on their backs on the

floor as far away from each other as possible. Begin
with a simple breathing exercise such as feeling the
inside of your toes, then your feet, calves etc, right
through your body. Then, breathing in through your
toes, draw the breath up through your feet, legs, body
and out through the top of your head. Breathe long
and deeply.

MATERIALS:  Can use music.

SKI LLS:  Contemplation/relaxation.

PERFORMANCE: Although there will be large stretches
of unused time amongst the group, contemplation
and stillness are luxuries. There will be no skills for
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dealing with the adrenalin and terror of performing.
You need to start training for this as soon as the

group has progressed far enough to be vulnerable

and close their eyes.

NOTES:  Use a calm reassuring, but not “wanky”, voice.

Associate the exercise with the stage – to calm stage
fright etc – rather than social work.
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1 0 /

REL AXAT I ON  DREAM I N G

FORMAT: Having gone through a relaxation breathing
exercise, facilitating a simple story for the group to
go on in their imagination can sometimes be useful if
linked with a narrative workshop. Telling a travelling
story, where the group can look around at the
landscape and make decisions about what they see
and where they go, can develop storytelling abilities
for narrative work.

MATERIALS:  Can use music.

SKI LLS:  Imagination/relaxation.

PERFORMANCE:  Calming influence.

NOTES:

• The aim of this relaxation dream is not to go deep,
but to just keep the story moving, asking simple
positive “information/observation” questions rather
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than “feeling” questions. If the group is flying over
a landscape ask about colours and horizons and
temperature and speed and landscapes. Begin and
return gently. At the end of the story come back
via a simple breathing exercise.

• Remember it will be rare for the group to experience
this kind of stillness and you’ll need to stay aware
of each person’s comfort.

• Debrief the session in the context of collating the
physical aspects of where people went (the colours
etc).

• Encourage individuals to see their capacity for
having ideas.

I MPORTANT CAUT ION:

The use of this exercise is not to explore emotional

material or to delve deeply into the subconscious. Resist

this direct ion in the workshops even if it appears fruit ful

for the person. Refer them to a counsellor.
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1 1 /

PUL L I N G FOCUS Ð ( WI T H DO N OT HI N G)

FORMAT:  Begin with the “doing nothing” game in a
line, (BOOK 5, page 7). Disperse the group around
the room to repeat the game with people able to see
each other. Explain the way in which the audience

focus can be pulled from one person to the next
inadvertently with the smallest trigger. Begin doing
nothing, with each person counting something in the

background. Call out who is pulling the focus without
explaining why. Try and reach the impossible point
where no one is pulling focus.

MATERIALS: Nil.

SKI LLS:  Concentration/ intrapersonal.
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PERFORMANCE:  Eliminates self-consciousness and
stiffness.

NOTES:  Call out who is pulling focus and return them
to counting as though their life depends on it.
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1 2 /

WORD AT  A T I M E POEM  I N  A L I N E

( PERFORM ED)

FORMAT:  Simple improvisation game. Four people

stand in a line and tell a poem one word each, down
the line. (The telling of the poem can be coupled
wi th four other people performing the ac t ion
simultaneously in the stage space. The actors are given
no time to think and must act out exactly what the

poem says.)

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKI LLS: Spontaneity/confidence/physical.
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PERFORMANCE:  If successful it can be useful for
building confidence on stage as the show approaches.
Improvisat ion is more l ikely to be of  use in
performance to groups experiencing less disadvantage.

NOTES:  Only use this exercise at moments of high
group confidence. Emphasise saying the first thing
that comes into your head and accepting the idea in
performance.
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1 3 /

FOCUS HA!  ( OR SI M I L AR EXCL AM AT I ON )

FORMAT:  The cast stands in a tight circle, rubbing
shoulders, and concentrates on the group itself. One

person is chosen to say “Ha!” and lean into the middle
of the circle pointing at the floor. To do this they
must sense when the group is about to do it together,
and then trigger them off.

MATERIALS:  Nil.

SKI LL: Energy/ interpersonal/ teamwork.

PERFORMANCE:  Useful just before performing or to
bring the group together.

NOTES: It’s useful to have an exercise like this as a symbol

for the group and its sense of purpose. (Similar chants
used by sporting teams to encourage cohesion and focus.)
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1 4 /

M AST ER/ SERVAN T

FORMAT:  A master is chosen, who has full authority
and must kill any other person who in anyway impinges
on them by pointing at them. They must then die on
the spot. The servants are given a task to accomplish.

MATERIALS:  Can use props.

SKI LLS:  Creativity/storytelling/confidence.

PERFORMANCE:  Players become very aware of social
space, status and pulling focus.

NOTES: At first you’ll have to encourage the master to kill
his servants until they begin to enjoy the power. Ensure
that the servants die and lie where they fall. Point out
the idea of social space, and infringing on the master’s
space, standing slightly behind to indicate social status.
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L AST  N OT ES

There are hundreds more games and exercises that could
be used. These exercises haven’t touched on visual art
exercises or movement exercises or voice training or many
team sport exercises or trust games etc. The important
thing to remember is that it’s not the exercises themselves
that matter so much as the integrity of the relationships
in which these exercises happen. Invent your own
permutations and combinations and keep games at the
ready to capitalise on moments of growth as they occur.

Whatever games you choose to use, remember that the
main purpose is not to encourage acting skills: the
exercises have a primary purpose of weaving together a
group life, open individual pathways and create cross-
form work, with a new language which does not rely on
unrealistic levels of skill, in areas where group members
can only look amateurish.
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At the time that these exercises will be used the draft
“script” will be well under way and the rehearsals
approaching or in progress. The “stage jobs” each
person is tackling will influence which exercises will
be used.

These exercises are not chronological and need to be
linked in with the narrative work, the games, the group
favourites, the rehearsals, the breaks etc – always
with an eye on the energy. Which day is dole day,
when there will be money for substance abuse the
night before, will affect the lethargy and concentration
of the group as well as their timetabling. When there
is money there will also be higher sugar levels from
more junk food: nicotine levels will also be different.
These issues will dramatically affect your plans from
workshop to workshop.
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ADDI T I ON AL  READI N G

Some of the exercises in these booklets have been
adapted for this target group from these valuable
books.

Creative drama in group work

Sue Jennings

Theatre Games for Rehearsal

Viola Spolin

Games for actors and non-actors

August Boal

Theatre Games

Clive Barker

Impro

Keith Johnson
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