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1) Creating a “riot” scene through ensemble work
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Objective:

• To use ensemble theatre methods to create a dynamic and dramatic riot scene. The exercises can be adapted for groups
of different sizes depending on the ability/behaviour of the group.

Warm up:

Ensemble warm up:
• Walk around the room making eye contact with each other.
When the leader says “sky”, stretch your arms up in the air and
then return to walking. When the leader says “ground”, touch
the ground and then return to walking. After a bit of practice,
these commands can be reversed – so that when the leader
says “ground”, the actors stretch their arms into the air and vice
versa.
• As an extension of their exercise, one of the actors chooses one
other person in the group and when the leader says “near” ask
them to get as near to this person as they can and when the
leader says “far”, ask the students to get as far away as
possible. These commands can also be reversed with practice.
Story Exaggeration:
• Riots begin through rumours spreading, news travelling, stories becoming exaggerated. In a circle, you are going to
start a rumour, rather like Chinese whispers, but out loud, you are going to go round the circle and add
something/exaggerate something each time. The leader begins with something like “Danny was late for school on
Tuesday” and the next person might as say something like “Danny was late for school on Tuesday because the bus
broke down” and the next person might add some reason why etc.
•

Think about why rumours spread and get exaggerated? What kind of an environment do rumours spread the quickest in
and what factors need to be in place for events to spiral out of control? (Reference info below and also the Riots
Timeline)

Creating a Riot Scene
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• Work as a whole class or divide the group in two. As a group, create a frozen image that makes it look like you are all
squashed together in the middle of a crowd. Think about how you could use levels and spacing to suggest there are many
more people surrounding you than are actually there.
• Choose one person to start whispering a phrase based on what the rioters are angry about, i.e. “stop cutting our benefits”
or “clean up our streets”. Let this phrase build in volume, with more actors joining in and when it has risen to the level of a
shout – try and chant this together. As you chant this line, choose an action that expresses your anger and that is
repeatable. Try and make your actions different from those around you, thinking about levels and hand gestures.
• Experiment with different stylistic actions and ways of moving – i.e. try moving in slow motion and see how that impacts
upon the intensity of what you are doing, experiment with your volume levels.
• Also, think about a possible backstory for the riot, for example. One actor could play Clint; Clint has been thinking about
Candice, but he has spotted one of his friends who is rioting and finds himself being caught up in the action - this happens
at the moment when the riot erupts. How does he behave? Does he join in or resist?
• You could also try setting a smaller scene against the ensemble riot scene. For example, in relation to the scenario above
with Clint and Candice, a pair of actors could enact the scene below. You could even try intercutting the riot scene with this
extract of script, going between the two and see how that effects the action of both scenes.
• Discuss how moving between a 2 hander and an ensemble scene impacts upon the atmosphere and story of both scenes.
Script extract: Advice from The Young at Heart by Roy Williams
CLINT:
Have you heard?
CANDICE
Heard?
CLINT:
Why do I have to keep telling you about your phone, it’s a relic, it is bare?
CANDICE: Tell me what is happening?
CLINT:
Didn’t you hear the sirens?
CANDICE: I am always hearing sirens.
It’s kicking off in town, a whole heap of madness going on.
CLINT:
CANDICE: Oh that, yeah, I just got a tweet from Sharon.
CLINT:
Brers, piling into shops, taking what they want. And Five O, are just standing there, not doing a ting. No lie! Its
all over Twitter and BB.
CANDICE: Well good for them.
CLINT:
You coming? Into town? (Reads a text) Nathan says they are raiding Carphone Warehouse, as we speak.
CLINT:
Come on, just for a bit. Well, I’m going.
CANDICE: Bring me back something.
CLINT:
Like what?
CANDICE: Anything.
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Creating a “period” character
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Creating a Period Character (cont.)
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• To begin to develop an understanding of how to approach creating period characters, focussing on characters from the
1960’s

Warm Up:

• Look at the images of men and women in the 1960’s on the previous page and look out for differences in the way they
present themselves, including the way they style their hair, what make up they use and the clothes they wear. Try and
imagine how they achieve their styles – what techniques or accessories they might need
• Walk around the room and think about how you move and how the clothes that you wear might influence your movement. If
any of your clothing is particularly loose or tight – how does that affect the way you walk? On a countdown of ten, imagine
transforming from your present day self into a character from the 1960’s, thinking about your posture, the pace at which
you walk and your interaction with others.

Getting ready to go out:

• Playing a track from the period to help you imagine you are in the 1960’s, find a space in the room. Imagine that you are
standing in front of your bedroom door with your hand on the doorknob; you have just raced back from school and you
have only got 5 mins to get ready. When the teacher/leader claps, you have to burst through and get ready
• Once you are inside “the room”, try to imagine where all your bedroom furniture is – your bed, your chest of drawers, your
dressing table and your mirror. Look in the mirror and get ready; comb, curl or pin your hair, do your make up and put your
outfit on. In the meantime, think about what the night ahead holds and what you are looking forward to or might be nervous
about. Try and immerse yourself in this room and your activities
• When the teacher taps you on the shoulder, say one thing that you are thinking about and then go back to getting ready
• Split the group in half so that you can watch each other

Application to a scene:

• In pairs, read through the script extract on the following page. In this scene, the characters are Teddy and Kenny, so girls
will need to play boys. Read through the script x 3 and look out for words or phrases that do not seem contemporary ;
become familiar with these so that your delivery seems natural
• Work through the extract “on its feet.” Remember the physicalisation work that you have done and pay close attention to
your posture and stance, visualise your clothing and your appearance
• Think about what each character wants from the scene, how they go about trying to get it and whether they succeed or fail
it
• Perform extracts for the rest of the group

Creating a Period Character (cont.)
Script Extract – Advice for the Young at Heart
Kenny, dressed also as a ted enters.
KENNY: You ready then? You had better not have forgotten
Sammy boy. You had better not bottle out: Are you bottling out?
SAM: When have I ever bottled out?
KENNY: Good man, that is what I like to hear.
SAM: That is all you are ever going to hear
KENNY: Nice threads.
SAM: I thank you!
KENNY: I’m glad to see you have taken it to heart, I really am.
But there’s more than a suit that will make you a ted.
SAM: What else then?
Kenny hands his brother a flick knife.
KENNY: Take this.
SAM: Since when are we using blades?
KENNY: Just shut up and take it.
Sam takes the knife.
SAM: Can you hear it, the noise?
KENNY: I hear it, hard not to.
SAM: Wass appening?
KENNY That is the sound our lot, giving the blacks a right good
hiding, that is what is happening. The streets of Notting Hill are
ours, and we are taking them back. You alright?
SAM: Don’t worry about me.
KENNY: You’re my little brother; of course I worry.
SAM: I’m alright
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3) Making theatre from real-life stories
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The Notting Hill Riots and the 2011 Riots were real life events. When the 2011 riots happened, people were incredulous that
such a fierce violation of public disorder could occur, but it had all happened before - in 1958 in the streets of Notting Hill. Roy
Williams, the playwright behind Advice for the Young at Heart wanted to write about the repetition of history, the mistakes that
are made by our ancestors and how, and if, we can learn from those that have gone before us.
In Advice for the Young at Heart, Sam has to decide whether to follow in the footsteps of his brother Kenny and fight in the
Notting Hill riots or choose his own path. Two generations on, his grandaughter Candice has to decide whether to lure Clint into
a “honeytrap” in the crowded backdrop of the 2011 London riots - leaving him at the hands of her abusive boyfriend Ryan or to
walk away. As she makes her choice, she is haunted by the ghost of Sam - her grandfather- and his regrets about his own past.
How much do you know about the life of your grandparents and the decisions they have made in their past? Have they
acted rebelliously? Are there things that they did in their youth that they regret?

Stage One: Interviewing a grandparent or family friend, preferably in their 70’s or 80’s

Try and arrange an interview - over the phone or in person - with a grandparent or family friend and ask them questions about
their own past and whether they ever did anything rebellious in their youth. This act of rebellion can be small or large and should
only be something that they feel comfortable about sharing. You could ask some of the following questions:

• Do you think you ever did anything rebellious in your
youth? Can you talk a bit about this?
• Did you ever do anything that you thought of as
shocking at the time?
• Do you regret anything that you did as a teenager?
• Where did you go when you went “out?”
• What was your fashion style?
• Could you describe how you used to get ready for a
night out?
• What sort of music did you listen to?

3) Making theatre from real-life stories
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Stage Two: Bringing these memories back to life.
• In small groups, share the stories of your grandparents’ acts of rebellion or of things that they did which they regretted or
thought of as shocking. Choose one of the stories to share with the whole class
• Once you have chosen a narrative to work with, choose four moments within it that can tell the story and create a tableaux
for each one. Make sure that you have a line of narration for each tableaux and share these with the rest of the group
• Next, create a fuller picture of the rebellion by making a scene that shows what happens afterwards. Think about placing
this character in a situation where their act of rebellion is discussed or mentioned and decide how he/she behaves in this
context. For example, the initial story might have been about a girl throwing a brick through a church window, the next day
– a few of her mum’s friends, all of them regular church-goers, come round for lunch and are talking about the brick and
who might have thrown it; the girl is painfully aware that it is her and tries to divert attention. Find ways of building tension
in the scene

Stage Three: Building a scene
• Using these stories as a starting point to create a fictional dramatic scene focused around an encounter, think about 1)
what might have happened in this character’s life after they carried out their act of rebellion and 2) how might it have
directly or indirectly affected someone else’s life? Could these affects last throughout that person’s life?
• Can you create a scene that shows an encounter between your central character and a person significantly affected by
this act of rebellion? This encounter could happen a month afterwards, a year afterwards or several decades afterwards
and it needs to reveal to the audience what the event was. Think about:

o How will the event be revealed to create maximum tension and revealing of character’s personalities?
o Do both characters both immediately realise who the other is? If not, how could their identity become revealed
within the scene?
o Is the situation that brings them together believable as well as interesting?

4) Character Development and Improvisation
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Warm up

• In groups of no more than 2, play a short game of “keepy-uppy”. Playing this game requires quick responses and encourages a
sense of “ensemble” – both essential when it comes to improvisation
• As a group, walk around the room, looking at the other people around you. One person has a ball and chooses someone else in
the group; they catch the eye of this person, say their name and then throw the ball to them; that participant catches the ball
and then they choose the next person to throw the ball to. The game continues in this way.
• Gradually build up the pace. The person that now has the ball now has to catch someone else’s eye and throw the ball to them
– but without saying their name, so everyone needs to be extra alert and aware as the ball could come to them at any moment.
Continue to build pace and to, wordlessly, throw and catch the ball around the space.

Relationship building

• Working in groups of 2, choose a character pairing of either Candice and Clint or Sam and Kenny. In your pair, recap on what
happens to the characters in the play. Think about them separately – as individuals – and how they change and develop and
also think about the relationship between the characters and how this shifts and evolves.
• In your pair, think of three “significant ages” in the character relationship, i.e. points when important events happen that affect
the relationship in negative or positive ways or specific ages when the characters felt particularly close or estranged.
• Then, create three photos for each of these moments. These must be actual moments that could have been captured by a
photographer as opposed to more stylised frozen images. Make sure that the dynamic of the relationship comes across clearly
in this photograph. Show some of these “photos” to the rest of the group and see if they guess what is happening in the photos
and what age these characters are
• Then, in your pair – build a scene around each of these photographic images and extend it into an improvised situation i.e what
happens after this moment, what happens before? Show these scenes back and discuss the action of the scenes.
• Discuss the ways in which exploring the background of these characters makes sense of their behaviour in the play and the
actions they choose to undertake. If you were playing these characters in the play, how would knowing these aspects of your
characters’ lives influence the way in which you approached the part?

5) Girls and Gangs – Developing Characters from News Stories

Sweat trickles down the face of a girl talking to me. She is dressed, like all of her friends, as a carbon copy of Rihanna – scanty
shorts, high-top trainers, designer sunglasses, enormous gold earrings. She looks older than her 15 years.
She leads what she describes as a “crew” (I agree to keep its moniker a secret). She and her “crew” avoid the term “gang” because
they dislike its negative associations with criminality, although this “crew” sometimes commits crimes (“Mostly robbery and
dealing”).
She is explaining something to me in a weirdly sing-song tone completely at odds with what she is saying. “There are wifeys,
girlfriends, skets and hood rats,” she says. “We are called worse things, but let‟s not go into that. Wifeys and girlfriends are what
you want to be. It means you‟re special to your man. You will get respect. If he is respected, no-one will f*** with you. You also
might get stuff.”
“So what about skets and hood rats? What‟s the difference?”
There is further loud debate. Either term is pretty unflattering: you are considered, in the estimation of this lot, unworthy of little
else but being passed around the men as a kind of cheap sexual currency. “But seriously, is there any difference?” I ask.
“A sket will probably have more STDs,” shrieks another elaborately dressed girl. “A hood rat will probably have more kids.”
I ask the questions to this (comparatively) tame bunch carefully. Over the last few weeks, I have learnt to ask in general, not
specifics. You don‟t ever frame questions in the personal: were you abused? Have you been raped? Do you commit crime? Where
are your mum and dad? You begin with “Do you know of. . . .?” Sometimes you get the truth. Sometimes, you suspect, you get
exaggeration or lies. A few days later, those blanks are filled brutally in by some older girls, to whom I am introduced by a well
known DJ on the grime music scene of east London.
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5) Girls and Gangs – Developing Characters from News Stories (cont)
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“The „gang‟ girls are proper insane,” he tells me. “If they want to run with the men they have to be twice as hard, twice as violent. Maybe 10 times.
These girls are OK, but promise me you won‟t go anywhere with them, meet anyone with them or ask them anything that pisses them off.”
Over the next few days, I speak to several different young women. They are scary and tough: hardened by unimaginable suffering and trauma
throughout their lives. And also hardened by the crimes – and some of them are unspeakably awful – they choose to commit.
But for the most part, men rule their roost, men control the action and men cash the cheques. And yes, men rape at will. These girls might fight, handle
weapons, commit crimes and all the other things they tell me, but they live lives where fighting for equality is the least of their problems.
“Rape is used for everything,” says Melody inspecting her “badass talons”, never making eye contact. “It‟s used in initiation. It‟s used for fun if people
are bored. It‟s used if you refuse to do something. If you f*** something up. Anything. I‟m not even going to tell you what happens if you snitch. But
it‟s used for revenge. If someone wants to get to a rival in another gang, they might gang rape, like, [a male gang member‟s] sister or their girlfriend. I
know a girl who got gang raped by 12 men.”Did she report it to the police? Melody‟s look is eloquent. The answer is no.
“How do you feel about this casual use of rape and sexual violence against girls?” I ask Lia, a seriously pretty girl whose appearance belies her haircurling stories about slayings and shootings and gang rapes. She declines to answer. “Have you ever seen a rape taking place?”
“Yeah,” she says, in the same flat tone. “Sometimes they deserve it, though.”I ask the girls about the often-discussed use of girl gang members as
“honeytraps” to lure unsuspecting males and females into places where they are usually met with acts of terrible violence and retribution from rival
gangs – or sometimes their own – for some slight or other.
“I did some terrible things,” says Margaret, a woman several years clear of her previous life, “but the honey trapping was the worst. I still can‟t sleep
some nights thinking about it. The newspapers always make the girl out to be the demon of the piece, but girls have little choice. You do what you‟re
told.”
“Street time isn‟t like real time,” says Margaret, “You were 14 a minute ago and now you are 18. You might have a criminal record, a drug habit, a
baby. You‟ve probably been knocked around, raped. You have no qualifications. Where do you go from there? Your childhood has vanished.”
However, despite all this, there should be a wariness about the total victimisation of the girls who move in these circles. Many I spoke to, both in the
present and retrospectively, find something deeply appealing not to mention profitable about that way of life.
It is almost inevitable, in my time researching this, that I hear the cliché “live by the sword, die by the sword”– and I do, over and over again from many
different lip-glossed mouths. And as unbearable and silly and as trite as all clichés are, this one in particular is said with a degree of pride.
The girls’ names have been changed to protect their identity. Written by Chloe Combi , Tuesday 06 August 2013

5) Girls and Gangs – Developing Characters from News Stories
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Warm Up
•

In groups of four, talk about something you each did at the weekend. Choose 2 of these stories and create a photograph
for each – try and capture a real moment in time that encapsulates the feelings and relationships of the people in the
photo. Show these to the rest of the class

Building up your character

• In groups of four, read the article - taking turns to read out separate paragraphs
• Choose a character that you would like to develop or know more about. Extract key facts from the article that you feel
would help to create this character i.e. age, name, attitudes and possible friendships.
• In groups of four, create 4 photographs that feature your character and that could accompany this article. Each member of
the group must be involved in these photographs as friends, family members or adversaries.

• Create an interview that lasts no longer than 2 minutes between an imagined interviewer and your character, as well as
any other characters you have created through making the photographs. Once you have created the interview – try and
weave in the photographs you have created, as visual “interludes” within the dialogue.
• Using the table below, you are going to continue to build up the life of this character, thinking about her past and what has
happened in her life up until this point. In the pink column, enter the age of your character NOW and fill in i) what she
wants in her life and ii) what she is scared of – base this on what you have learned about your character from the article.
Then choose 2 other “ages” in her life that you would like to work with and complete the information for these boxes
Age
What she wants in her life

What she is scared of

_____ Years old

_____ Years old

_____ Years old

5) Girls and Gangs – Developing Characters from News Stories (cont)
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• Next, in your groups use these headings to create a monologue for your character:

• My name is…(add your personal details such as name, age, occupation)
• It makes me feel good when…..(insert what makes your character feel happy/positive )
• From the outside, I think I come across as…..(insert a sentence about how you feel that you
come across)
• That’s because I sometimes ….(put in a sentence about the way you behave)
• But I think of my myself as……(insert a sentence about how you think of yourself)

Then, as group – think about the
ways in which you could perform
these monologues as an ensemble.
Show
these
back
and
offer
constructive feedback to each group.

6) Young people and the Riots: Bringing the investigation to life
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A report entitled “Behind the Riots” published by the children’s society looked into the reasons why the riots had occurred in
the first place. As this report states in the introduction “prominent public discourse has defined the riots as “youth issue”. It
then goes on to say that “while young people should not be seen as solely to blame for the disturbances, the Ministry of
Justice data on those brought before the courts for offences relating to the riots, revealed that a quarter (26%) were aged
between 10 and 17 with nearly half (48%) aged between 18 and 24.”

Causes of the Riots

• Watch the video “London Riots” on the main resource Page and read through the “2011 Riots Timeline” – in the “facts”
section of the main resource page.
• In the published report, these were the most common reasons that children and young people consulted gave for the riots
having taken place:
•
•
•
•
•
•

They were reacting to the government cuts (17%)
To get goods and possessions they couldn’t afford to buy (57%)
Just for fun (49 %)
They felt pressure to join in from others taking part (47%)
To get noticed and to get their voice heard (17%)
Boredom as not enough things to do (43%)

• In groups of four, can you put these reasons in order, ranking the reason that you think is most popular at the top and the
least popular at the bottom?
• Having watched the video and read through the timeline, write a short diary entry from the perspective of a young person
– this can be a “looter” or an observer. In your entry, you might want to describe what you did, why you might have done
it, what it felt like then, what it feels like now, what you think might happen in the next couple of days
• Next, write a short diary entry from the perspective of a policeman or policewoman: In your entry, you might want to rite
about how the day unfolded, what you were able to do, what you were unable to do, how you felt and what you think will
happen next

6) Young people and the Riots: bringing the investigation to life
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• Get into pairs and choose which entry you would like to read to your partner. Notice any starkly contrasting differences
or similarities in your accounts. Then, think about questions that the young person would like to ask the policemen and
also think about the question that the policemen would like to ask the young person. Have a go at asking each other
these questions and responding in role

• Ask for a pair to volunteer to conduct this interview in front of the class, starting with either the young person as
policeman/woman as interviewee and then swapping around. Explain that if the interviewee or interviewer needs help
with the questioning/responding – they can put their hand in the air, at which point the interview can be frozen and any
member of the audience can step in and take their place. The facilitator can also stop the interview and replace either
participant.
• Discuss some of the ideas raised in the interviews and whether any questions/answers were surprising or particularly
thought provoking
• Some people say that one of the reasons that young
people took part in the riots was that they didn’t feel like
the government listened to their ideas, perspectives
and beliefs about society and politics. In groups, of four
or five imagine you are going to create a short film,
lasting no more than 2 mins, to be played in the
Houses of Parliament which will express what you
would like to see happening in society. This is your
chance to tell the government what you think. Each
member of the group must put forward one change that
they would like to see happening and you need to
consider a dynamic, visually interesting way to
communicate your messages. Share these with the rest
of the class.

7) Notting Hill Riots: From Page to Stage
Notting Hill Race Riots of 1958
•
•
•

•

•

•

Watch the “1958 Riots” video on the main resources page and read through
the background information regarding the lead up to the Notting Hill Riots,
contained in the “Facts” section on the main resources page.
In groups of four or five, brainstorm all the factors that made it difficult to be
a black resident in Notting Hill before, during and after the 1958 riots
In your groups, take on the role of a family of Caribbean migrants and create
three photographs i) your family arriving in England ii) 1 month after you
have arrived iii) the day after the riots. Find a line of narration for each
photograph. Show these back to the rest of the class
Choose one of the three photographs to focus on: what is the action of the
photograph? Which has the most dramatic potential? Which relationships
would you like to explore? Then, decide what happened just before the
photo was taken and what happened directly afterwards; select one of these
“moments” and expand it into a scene that lasts no more than 2 mins.
Having built up a basic background for the family, imagine that another
family member from your home country is coming to stay/live with you in
your new home. They know a little bit about the racial tensions, but not the
full extent of the situation and are unaware of the details of the riots. You are
having a family evening meal and one of the characters wants to tell the
visiting family member everything they know about the riots, the other
members of the family want to protect him/her for the moment and pretend
that everything is fine. Try and build up the tensions within the scene using
facial expression, silences and body language. Show the scene back to the
rest of the class and offer constructive feedback to each group.
If you faced such a viscous level of racism in your present day life, how
would you deal with it? What would be your strategies? In a different group
of four/five, brainstorm different ways that you would try and counteract this
racism. Choose one specific strategy and create a still poster image –
complete with a slogan – imagining that this poster would be displayed as a
form of propaganda to lessen racial conflict. Show these back to the class.
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4) Reviewing a live theatre production

Creating the review:

When thinking about reviewing a piece we automatically
think about writing but there are many different ways
reviews can be shared. You may wish to think about
creating reviews for TV, radio, websites as well as
newspapers. This activity will allow you to create an
imaginative response to seeing the play, thinking about all
aspects of the production.

• Start with a strong image that will get your audience’s
attention and introduces the play. i.e. “Despite the title,
there's nothing wooden about Cirque Alfonse's joyous,
homespun circus show. Originally created in a Quebec
barn, it features three generations of the Carabinier
family (including two-year-old Arthur), a local band and
some friends who just happen to have worked with
some major-league circus outfits” (Lyn Gardner, The
Guardian on Timber)
• Once you have done this, include a SHORT synopsis
of the play. What genre is the play? Comedy, tragedy,
political, etc. Remember a review is much more than
just repeating the plot.
• Think about how the play made you feel and how it
relates to your life.
• Move on to your likes and dislikes of the piece. How did
the actors bring the characters to life? Try to reference
the design team and reflect on the use of the
production elements – sound design, set design and
music – and the ways in which they gave the
production meaning and flair. Use the names of the
designers and actors where relevant.
• What effect did the play have on you and the audience
around you?
• Do you think the creative team achieved their vision for
the production?

In Preparation
After seeing the performance make some initial notes:
what was the play about and what happened in it? How
do you feel after seeing the piece? Why? What do you
remember most strongly? Why? What did you like and
dislike about the production? Remember a review is about
sharing your views on a piece supported by examples to
illustrate your ideas and thoughts.

The online programme for Advice for the Young at Heart
can be downloaded here or can be found on the show
page on our website – www.theatre-centre.co.uk

