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ABOUT THIS PACK 

 

This pack supports the RSCôs 2021 production of THE MAGICIANôS ELEPHANT, directed by Sarah 

Tipple.  

 

The activities provided in this pack are specifically designed to support KS1-3 students attending the 

performance. 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION 

 

The RSCôs musical adaptation of The Magicianôs Elephant is a 

huge collaborative project that began in 2015. A lot of 

preparation, planning and consideration goes into creating a 

show at the RSC. The original novel was written by Kate 

DiCamillo and the stage version not only needed to capture the 

emotional heart of the story but meet the added challenges of 

how to create the imaginary town of Baltese, its inhabitants and a 

life-size elephant. The puppetry, set, music and cast take us on a 

journey, involving the dreams of the elephant and the entire town.  
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These symbols  are  used throughout  the  
pack:  
 

READ 
Notes  from  the  production,  
background  info  or  extracts  
 
 
 
ACTIVITY 
A practical  or  open space 
activity  
 
 
 
WRITE  
A classroom  writing  or  
discussion  activity  
 
 
LINKS 
Useful  web addresses  and 
research  tasks  
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EXPLORING THE STORY 
  

   SYNOPSIS 

 

The Magicianôs Elephant is a musical based on the book called The Magicianôs Elephant by Kate 

DiCamillo. Recovering from a recent war, Baltese is a lonely place, where young Peter lives a harsh 

life. Then one day, a magician conjures an elephant from the sky. The elephantôs appearance 

changes the people of Baltese forever and sets Peter off on an incredible journey of discovery. He 

realises that his life has been based on a lie and that his dreams are not out of reach. This gives him 

the courage to search for the truth and to change things, not just for himself but for the elephant too. 

 

 A full Synopsis of the play is available in the Resources at the end of this pack. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

ACTIVITY 1: STORY IN 20 MINUTES 

 

ñWhen I first came across the story, I fell in love with the relationship between the elephant and 

Peteré It starts in quite a dark place, people living without hope, then the elephant arrives, all hell 

breaks loose, and people get very excited!ò  

Marc Teitler, music/lyrics, The Magicianôs Elephant. 

 

Before adapting any story for the stage, it is important to understand how the plot is structured. The 

following activity will help students examine the key moments of our production and understand how 

a plot takes shape. You will need The Magicianôs Elephant in 20 minutes from the Resources 

section at the end of this pack. Activity time is 20-30 minutes. 

 

¶ Divide the students into 10 smaller groups. Hand each group one scene from The Magicianôs 

Elephant in 20 Minutes.  

¶ Explain that they will have 5 minutes to decide how to tell the story of their scene in whichever 

way they choose: they might use tableaux (frozen images), mime, add extra lines of text. Add 

that every person in the group must say at least one line.  

¶ Give the groups 10 minutes to rehearse their ósceneô, making it ready to perform to the group.  

NOTES FROM THE WRITER'S ROOM 

 
During  the  adaptation  process,  the  writers  made  decisions  about  which  plot  points  should  be  

included  from  the  original  book  and  which  needed  to be  adapted  to suit the  action  of the  

stage.  These decisions  included:   

 

Å Which  of the  many  characters  to keep  and  who  to cut  

 

Å Bringing  Peterõs mum  and  dad  alive  in memories  

 

Å Making  the  character  of Adele  more  active  and  dynamic  
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¶ Invite each group to perform their scene, in order of the story.  

¶ After each group has performed, discuss as a group what elements worked best: Any 

memorable moments? Did any particular characterôs story stand out and why? How did the 

groups cope with the appearance of the elephant?! 

¶ If your students are familiar with the book, discuss how the play is different: Can they spot 

which elements have been added or cut? Which characters feature more? Why do they think 

these decisions were made? 

INTRODUCING THE CHARACTERS 
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NOTES FROM THE REHEARSAL ROOM 

 
Baltese  is an  imaginary  city  so the  designer,  Colin  Richmond,  had  to create  a world  from  

scratch.  The photographs  of the  production  show  inspiration  from  European  cities  such  as 

Bruges in Belgium,  famous  for its fairytale  medieval  and  gothic  buildings.  Col in was also  

inspired  by  Soviet  Bloc  communist  communities.  These decisions  affected  the  actors  playing  

the  people  of Baltese  in lots of ways,  such  as: 

 

Å How their  characters  were  dressed  

 

Å Their character sõ attitude s to work  and  survival  after  the  war  

 

Å How they  react  to change,  in particular  the  appearance  of a giant  elephant!  
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  ACTIVITY 2: BALTESE DREAMS 

 

ñWhether itôs the First World War or a more regional conflict, these people have suffered as a 

community. In rehearsal, we looked at how war creates the displacement of people, refugees, how 

people experience post-traumatic stress disorder and the danger when this isnôt shared. In Baltese, 

people survive by suppressing their emotions and have fallen into isolation. The elephantôs arrival 

unites them, not always in a successful way.ò 

 

Martin Leonard, Assistant Director, The Magicianôs Elephant. 

 

In great stories, the drama lies in characters reacting to unexpected events. In The Magicianôs 

Elephant, the war-traumatised citizens of Baltese experience the sudden appearance of an elephant. 

The following activity will help students think about the inner lives of the characters. You will need 

Magicianôs Elephant Dreams from the Resources section of this pack. Activity time is 

approximately 15 minutes. 

 

¶ Organise your students into groups of 3 or 4 and hand each group one of the nine Magicianôs 

Elephant Dreams and ask them to read it within the group.  

¶ Explain to the students that they will have 5 minutes to create 2 tableaux (still images) for their 

character: one to represent how their character appears to others (eg. hardworking, rich, 

important, low status), the other to represent their inner wishes, or their ódream lifeô. 

¶ Invite each group to read their Dream and show their tableaux. If the students know the story 

well, ask them to just show the tableaux and see if the others recognise who it is. 

¶ Discuss with the group the differences between their two tableaux. What are the main things 

that change for each character? Does their physicality change at all? What emotions do the 

tableaux suggest or create when we look at them? 
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NOTES FROM THE REHEARSAL ROOM 

   

The central  relationship  in the  play  is between  Peter and  the  elephant.  In order  to  bring  this story  

to life,  our  creative  team  had  to build  the  elephant  from  scratch.  A team  of puppet  makers  and  

puppeteers  were  employed  to begin  the  journey  from  first drawings  to engineering  a ôcostumeõ 

for the  puppeteers  to work  and  then  bringing  that  costume  to life.   

 

The actors  first worked  around  the  costume  in the  rehearsal  room  and  then  interacted  with  the  

elephant  as the  puppeteers  began  to move  among  them,  creating  realistic  movement.  The final  

stage  was  to put  the  puppet  before  an  audience,  leaving  our  imaginations  to do  the  rest. 

 

You can  learn  more  about  the  puppet -making  process  with  this video  from  Puppetry                          

Director  Mervyn  Millar  and  Puppet  Designer  Tracy  Waller . 

 

 

:
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https://youtu.be/s6R_ZzYO-Vg
https://youtu.be/s6R_ZzYO-Vg
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  ACTIVITY 3: KNOW YOUR ELEPHANT 

ñOne of the main characters in The Magicianôs Elephant doesnôt have any lines but she has a big 

impact on everyone around her. Our puppet is manipulated by four actor/puppeteers who, along with 

the rest of the cast, must make her seem like a believable character. Part of the magic in The 

Magicianôs Elephant is that the elephant seems alive at all!ò  

 

Mervyn Millar, Puppetry Director, The Magicianôs Elephant. 

 

The script tells us what the elephant does but the performers need to discover why she behaves like 

this: for example, what is she really responding to when she first sees Peter? The following activity 

will help students use their imaginations to think and feel like an elephant in order to start creating her 

as a real, believable presence in the room. You will need large pieces of paper and pens, plus a 

flipchart or whiteboard. You will need Peter Meets the Elephant from the Resources section of this 

pack. Activity time is 30-40 minutes. 

¶ If you have internet access, divide the group up into pairs and ask them to research different 

aspects of elephant life, such as eating habits, families and social groups, habitats, sounds, 

senses, body language, elephants and people, myths and facts, etc. 

¶ Invite the students as a group to share what they know. Elephants are very intelligent and 

social creatures. Sometimes they exercise restraint or caution, but they do not understand 

human language or human social behaviour. 

¶ Write these details down on the paper or flipchart so they can be referred back to, highlighting 

how important smell and hearing are to elephants. 

¶ Explain to the students that the elephant in the story is a young female African elephant.  

¶ Divide the students into pairs and give each pair a copy of Peter Meets the Elephant. Ask 

them to stand back-to-back and read the scene to each other, one saying part A, the other B.  

¶ Give each pair pens and paper and ask them to consider the questions at the end of the 

scene. They can jot down answers if they like.  

¶ Discuss as a whole group what their answers are to these questions. Are there any similarities 

in our elephant thoughts? Are there any surprises? What kind of details are the most important 

to create the elephant in the story? 

 

  ACTIVITY 4: BEING AN ELEPHANT 

 

During rehearsals for The Magicianôs Elephant, the actor/puppeteers needed to know how to operate 

the puppet. To do this, they had to work together as one imaginary creature. The following activity will 

encourage students to work together to play one character. Activity time is 30 minutes.   
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¶ Divide your students into groups of four and ask them to stand in a diamond shape, so they 

are all facing forward and one person is in front. 

¶ Ask the students to breathe together, with the student in front breathing loudly enough so the 

others can hear them and follow.  

¶ When they are ready, ask the leader to start to make slow movements which the others in the 

group can copy and move together. If they lose connection or become self-conscious, remind 

them to breathe together. 

¶ After a few minutes, invite the whole group to rotate so that someone else leads. Explain that 

the leaderôs aim is to develop a movement and rhythm without ócatching outô the rest of the 

group with quick movements.  

¶ Encourage the groups to experiment with developing their óelephantô, perhaps adding sound, 

expanding or contracting their shape, or changing leaders just by turning on the spot. 

¶ Invite the óelephantsô to move around the space in their groups, trying to keep their shape. 

What happens if one elephant meets another? 

¶ As a group, discuss what it would be like for a character in Baltese to meet an elephant, as no 

one in the city has ever seen one before. Ask them to consider: How the animal smells. How 

large they are. Their warmth. How our body language changes near large animals. Think 

about how difficult it can be to touch an animal. Will the animal allow you to touch it? How 

does it tell you to stop? Think about how the elephant might indicate this.  

¶ Ask one group to recreate their elephant in the middle of the room and invite students to 

approach it one by one, in character, thinking about how their character would feel and move 

at this moment. Are they confident or shy? Frightened or brave? 

¶ As each character meets the 

elephant, invite the group to 

notice how the elephant reacts, 

how the different body language 

and rhythm of each óvisitorô 

makes the elephant respond.  

¶ As a group, discuss any thoughts 

or ideas that came out of the 

activity. Do they feel a closer 

understanding of the elephant 

now? Did any of the characters 

act in a surprising way? 
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