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FOR THE TEACHER  

Firstly, thank you for supporting Barnstorm  

This resource has been created to extend the experience of attending The 

Elves & the Shoemakers. This package contains pre-show and post-show 

activities, designed to uncover the subject and meaning of the Elves and 

the Shoemakers in a fun and interactive way. In addition to predication and 

recall activities teachers will find a unit of work on children’s theatre, with a 

focus on puppetry.   

Theatre has the potential to develop the child’s visual literacy, critical 

thinking, and confidence. The activities in this package are suggestions 

designed to guide the classroom teacher and their students through the 

viewing process, with the aim that students can get the most out of their 

theatrical experience. The suggested activities can be simplified or the 

teacher may choose to partially complete the exercises depending on what 

suits your class.  

 

WHO IS BARNSTORM? 

About the company: Barnstorm Theatre Company established in 1991 

focuses on creating quality theatre for children, young people and adults. 

Traditionally Barnstorm has worked 

alongside community to provide thought 

provoking and engaging Theatrical 

experiences. Captivating young audiences 

and providing them with meaningful and 

thought-provoking experiences is at the 

heart of this production. Themes and 

concepts that entertain as well as create 

meaningful dialogue in the classroom. 
 

 



Visual Analysis  

Please find below a copy of our Production poster for The Elves & the Shoemakers; 

on the next page some suggestions for visual analysis that could include 

discussions on:   

- Prediction of story 

- Information used  

- Themes and use of symbol 

- Use of Colour  

 



SET DESIGN  

What is a set? To bring a play into the ‘world of the play’ the design team 

or Set Designer then works with the Director to create the performance 

space. This is a collaborative process where the ‘Directors Vision’ is taken 

and produced into a series of sketches. Once a final design has been agreed 

upon by both parties then a model box is created. This allows the creative 

team and the director to physically visualise the set before it is built. The 

Elves and the Shoemakers is an installation style set design, meaning that 

the audience will physically enter the workshop and be surrounded by the 

set.  

Look at the image below and discuss the following points with your class;  

- What can you see? 

- What is the mood of the design?  

- What colours are used? Why? 

- Suspension of Disbelief: When entering a magical world of 

performance, the audience engages in a process called ‘Suspension 

of Disbelief’; where we forget that what is happening in front of use 

is not true and we allow ourselves to become immersed.  

Why is this particularly important for a production such as 

The Elves & the Shoemakers 
  

DISCUSSION POINTS:  

- Colours used and why?  

- Where is the play set, and what can we expect to happen 

here?  

- Why are the walls bare?  



ABOUT THE PLAY  

The Elves and the Shoemaker was originally written by the Brothers Grimm 

in 1806. It is one of the few fairy tales with a Christmas theme and a simple 

message of selflessness and giving to others at the holidays.  

Barnstorm’s: The Elves & the Shoemakers  

Barnstorms The Elves & the Shoemakers is a specially adapted script 

written by Mike Kenny and directed by Artistic Director at Barnstorm: Philp 

Hardy. Two poor shoemakers are left pondering  their  future when they 

get down to their last piece of leather. As 

the night grows colder the shoemaker’s 

hands become too frail to turn his last piece 

of leather into shoes. It seems to all that 

hope is lost, as the defeated shoemaker 

retires for the night. Enter the elves to save 

the day. As both Shoemakers sleep soundly, 

the elves joyfully dance and play only to 

realise there’s no crumbs or food left in the 

house. The elves task themselves with creating a magnificent pair of shoes 

with the last piece of leather. The shoemakers awake to find the shoes; 

puzzled and confused the shoemaker takes this opportunity and puts them 

in the shop window. It isn’t long before the shoes are sold and the future 

once again looks brighter for the shoemakers.  

 

 

 

 

 

DISCUSSION POINTS: 

Have you heard this fairy 

tale before? If so where?  

Why did the Elves help 

the Shoemakers?  

Why is this fairy tale set 

at Christmas?  

 

 

 



CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND –  

THE BROTHERS GRIMM  

Before reading class discussion:  

What is your favourite fairy tale, and where did it come from?  

From the time we are small children we are told the stories of Hansel and 
Gretel, Rapunzel, and Little Red Riding Hood. They are easily dismissed as 
children’s stories. But generation after generation they remain present in 
the fabric of our literary world. The brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm 
first published their Tales for Children and the Home written between 
1812-1815; they were later retitled The Grimm’s Brothers Fairy Tales.  
These stories were completed by the gathering of tales from the local 
people of their town (ordinary people) and storytellers alike; but where 
are the fairies in the Fairy tales?  Some suggest that the titles are 
misleading and should be known as Folktales, as these stories actually are 
about communities and people as a whole. But how were these tales 
shared between people? Oral communication, the stories were told out 
loud over and over again, before people had modern forms of 
entertainment. 
 
 Just like your Nanny’s stories - these tales usually came from the older 
generation telling them to the younger generation. It is thought that there 
is over 200 tales that were collected and consolidated by the Brothers Grimm based on 
the oral versions of the stories. Because they come from ‘the people’ they reflect social 
views, and moral ethos that society deems to be important. Because they are also told 
aloud; they are often consisting of simplistic and one-dimensional characters. The hero 
is big, strong and brave while the princess or damsel is sweet, pure and innocent. The 
tales are simple and without large winding twists and plot lines. Afterall, people had to 
be able to remember them without referencing a written book. Life hasn’t always been 
easy; these tales often reflect resilience and perseverance. For example; Hansel and 
Gretel was written during the Great Depression and the aim of the story was to teach 
children how to rely on family, loyalty and bonds to help them deal with times of stress 
and hardship. As you watch Barnstorm’s production of the The Elves & the Shoemakers; 
consider the following points 

 

Irish Oral Traditions  

‘ None of the Celt’s 

customs, beliefs or 

history was written 

down for hundreds, 

even thousands of 

years. All the 

information was 

passed on through 

poems, songs and 

incredible stories. 

This oral tradition 

was so much a part 

of their culture that 

it became 

representative of 

their entire way of 

life. It forged the 

civilisation’s name 

‘Celt’ or hidden.’ 

 

 
How do the characters deal with difficult situations?  
 
- What  is the story aiming to teach its audience?  
- Why is this story still relevant to contemporary audiences?  
- Is oral story telling still used today?  
- Why is oral story telling still important to our society?  
 
 



ENGLISH - ORAL STORYTELLING  

Lesson Objective: using oral histories and communication to explore past 

and present cultures and communities 

Instruction: On this page you find a range of Oral Storytelling activities. Pick 

or choose from a range of activities that are appropriate for multiple ages. 

Incorporate into your day as a fun game or as a cross-curricular task for 

English or History.  

 

Local Historians 

 

Have students collect stories about 

their town/village from older people. 

Have students find out how building, 

spaces or streets Were named. Are 

there any interesting local people or 

legends to which are specific to their 

area? Are there any local places in 

town about which people tell stories? 

Have students, share their findings with 

partners or classmates.  

Collecting Family Stories 

 

Have students collect true tales about 

the "old days" by interviewing older 

relatives. Have students find out about 

the history of their families as far back 

as anyone can tell them.   

Puzzle Tale: Putting the 

Pieces Together 

 

Copy a folktale from a 

printed anthology and cut 

it up into sections or 

scenes. You could select 

Irish folklore or a 

traditional fairy tale.  Paste 

each section on a separate 

page.  

 

Give out the sheets to 

students who each prepare 

to retell their small piece of 

the whole story. Assemble 

the story by having each 

student retell his or her 

part in the plot's sequence.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HISTORY OF THEATRE- PUPPETS AND PERFORMANCE 

 

Why are Puppets used in performance? Puppets are one of the earliest 

forms of theatre. Through a puppet the actor brings their own voice, facial 

expressions and self to explore emotion and movement. Puppets can be 

made from anything, fancy puppets that we see in Sesame street or the 

Muppets, marionettes, or shadow puppets,  or they can be made from 

household objects such as a sock or paper. Puppets are able to 

communicate to an audience in a unique manner through verbal (how they 

speak) and non-verbal communication (how they move).  

ACTIVITY: Grab an object near you, pencil, water bottle, glue stick how can 

you interact with this object using it as a puppet?  Float, glide, direct, 

indirect, fast pace, slow motion? Give students a couple of minutes to 

experiment using their ‘puppets’ in interesting ways.  

If the puppet had a name what would you call it? Have your students 

quickly introduce their puppets to their neighbours.  

The options for using puppets are limitless, why do you think puppets are 

used in The Elves and the Shoemakers?  

When watching the performance consider the following:  

- How do the move?  

- How do they sound?  

- What does this bring to the performance?  

- What if these roles were played by actors instead how would this 

change the performance?  

Children’s Theatre Unit - Puppetry  

Why use puppets? In a world that is increasing focused on technology, why 

are puppets still a meaningful tool in creating theatre? Puppets are often 

used to deliver a message in a fun and interesting way.  

 



VISUAL ART - CONSTRUCTING PUPPETS 

Lesson Objective:  reflecting on learnt knowledge and experience to further 

knowledge and understanding of creating characters and situation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Puppets pictured above are the Elves used 

in the Production of The Elves and the 

Shoemakers. These elves were constructed for 

the original show that Barnstorm presented in 

2001. They were handcrafted with Papier-

mâché and are controlled by a dowel stick 

which is attached to the head. The hand of the 

actor is covered by the clothing and material.  

Being a puppeteer is a big responsibility as the 

actor relies on using their voice and hand control 

to bring the puppet to life.  

 

 

 

 

ACTIVITY:  

Visual Art & Drama  

The opportunity for 

performance can be made 

from anything the only limit 

is your imagination.  

Have students bring in an 

old sock (long sock, light in 

colour). Students can 

decorate their sock by 

giving them eyes, hair and 

other facial features.  

Suggested materials: Wool, 

googley eyes, markers, 

glue, feathers, felt, bobbles, 

or any other construction 

materials  

 

Prediction Activity:  

- What are you first impressions of the original puppets 

- Why do you think they look like this?  

- What role do you think they will play in the production?  

Large or small? 

- How will they move and sound? 

- Why are they an integral part of the performance?  



ESTABLISHING PUPPET SCENES  

Lesson Objectives: using Drama and critical 

thinking to establish characters, setting, 

situation  and storytelling  

English Curriculum Links: Competence and 

Confidence in Language  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Turn to the person next to you.  

Introduce your puppet  

- Who: Who are they?  

- What: What are they?  

- Where: Where do they come from or 

belong?  

- When: are they from the future, past or 

present?  

- Why: Why did you create this character?  

With your partner, create a scene:  

Scenario: your puppets are at the park and 

they meet for the first time.  

 

 

Teacher Suggestion:  

Allow students 10 mins to 

develop their scene allow 

them to use available space in 

the classroom. Desks, chairs, 

other furniture that is readily 

available. Students can also 

simply sit on the floor.  

Adapting for junior infants:  

In partners, introduce 

puppets to each other; 

explore and create a scene 

where the characters are. Let 

students explore, play and 

create.  

Have students feed back the 

who, what, when and where 

after the have used to 

puppets to create and 

explore.  

Students Performance Tips:  

Building on the initial who, what, when, where and why 

- What do they sound like? High or low voice 

- How do they stand? Slumped shoulders, or head held up high believe it or 

not puppets have body language too and it’s very important in 

performance  

- Movement: are they fast paced, or slow and steady all of these elements 

help to create an interesting character and performance of 1-2 mins long  

- View each other’s performances  

 



 

SYMBOL AND THEMES IN PERFORMANCE  

Lesson Objective: Considering the themes of the play and how they can be 

represented symbolically through visual communication  

 

 

Scavenger Hunt  

Make a list of objects related to the setting, characters and themes in 
the play. Discuss the use of symbolism. Symbolism is often used in 
performances to represent themes.  Have students gather a range of 
objects; from easy to difficult, to bring to class to organise displays. 
 

Suggestions:   

Setting: thread, string, materials, shoes, textiles 

Characters: glasses, puppets, elf’s, gloves, old clothes 

Themes: love, kindness, Christmas, giving, charity  

 

Instructions  

1.Each group appoints a leader and plans who will get the objects, 
models, or pictures. 
2. Teams meet briefly during the week to check their progress. 
3. On the kick-off day for the unit, all teams present their objects, 
models, or 
pictures to be tallied. 
4. Teams set up class displays on tables or bulletin board. (Note to the 
teacher: 
These displays can be referred to during the discussions of the play.) 

Alternative lower years: Students bring in items in groups and discuss 

the meaning of their items in reference to the story. 

 



RECALLING THE PLAY  

In the three panels below children draw the beginning, middle and end of 

The Elves & the Shoemakers. Pause at the end of sections, allow some 

think time and tell children to draw the relevant part of the story. At the 

end of the story, ask children what the story is about and get them to retell 

the story from their drawings. 

Adapting Junior Infants: have students draw the beginning, middle and end. 

 

 

 

 

Beginning  

Middle  

End  



RECALL ACTIVITES- SHARED EXPERIENCES  

A range of activities that teachers can choose from,  

to break down and discuss The Elves & the Shoemakers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Telephone conversations 

 To emphasise the need to use 

language rather than gesture or 

facial expression, children sit back 

to back with ‘telephones’ for 

conversation. The content of the 

conversation can vary, for example 

it might be passing on information, 

discussing a problem or describing 

an event. The children must listen 

carefully to what is said since they 

cannot see the person speaking. 

Word Tennis 

This is a way of making a story 

with a partner, and 

emphasises listening for key 

words, main points and events, 

focusing on the need to make 

sense. Each person says one 

word or phrase in turn so that 

the story is continually passed 

backwards and forwards. For 

example: once/ there/ was/ a/ 

queen/ who/ wanted/ to/ fly/ 

so/ she/ sent/ for/ … or: once 

there was a girl/who liked 

writing plays/so she began … Babble gabble  

The teacher tells the children they 

are going to listen to a story and 

afterwards work in pairs and retell 

it. After the initial telling, one child 

begins to retell the story to a 

partner as fast as he/she can, but 

with as much attention to detail as 

possible. After a minute the teacher 

calls, ‘Change!’ and the listener 

now has to continue with the tale. 

This pattern continues for a number 

of turns. It is important to let the 

children know they do not have to 

retell the story in the same words 

as the teacher. However, they do 

have to listen carefully in order to 

remember the plot and the 

sequence of events. 

Brain Dump  

In pairs students write out as 

much as they can about the 

production. Not just storyline 

but the should also consider:  

- Set 

- Props 

- Actors 

- Song  

Create a list together as a 

class; each group must 

provide two new ideas. 



SPHE- INCUSION THROUGH HARD TIMES 

Lesson Objectives: Discussing and Investigating how supporting each other 

through hard times, fosters an awareness of others and a sense of 

inclusivity.    

Curriculum Links:  SPHE, English- Developing cognitive abilities through 

language  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Initial Discussion 

The shoemaker and his wife rewarded the kindness of the elves with a 

Christmas present. Together they overcame adversity and all flourished by 

sharing their talent.  

- How did the Elves support the Shoemakers?  

- Why did they choose to help?  

- What would have happened to the Shoemakers if they didn’t help 

them 

 

Snowballing  

Children are organised to 

discuss something or to 

investigate an issue in 

pairs.  

The pairs then join 

another pair to form a 

group and share their 

findings.  

The small groups then join 

together to make a larger 

one.  

 

Class Debates  

Debates encourage children to stick to a 

point of view and to use language 

persuasively. Topics relating to The Elves & 

the Shoemakers:  

- At Christmas time we should be aware 

of people who are struggling. 

- The Elves should have moved on to 

another household; it was not their 

responsibility to help the Shoemakers.  

Divide the class into groups to develop 

their arguments and reasons for and 

against. They can either choose one 

person to present their ideas or organise 

the presentation between them. Share 

ideas for how to be persuasive in the 

presentations. 

 



HISTORY- TRADITONAL TRADES & COMMUNITIES  

Curriculum Links: Life, society, work and culture in the past 

 

The Butcher, The Baker and The Candlestick Maker….and let’s not forget 

the Cobbler!  

In the past, before large department stores existed; local communities 

consisted of many different stores who specialised in trades.   

Looking at the images below what do you think these local traders are 

selling?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 



Milliners                                             Fish 

Fishmonger                                    Bread 

Butcher                                       Curtains 

Baker                                                Meat 

Drapers                               Fruit and Veg 

Haberdashers                      Metal Work 

Grocers                                             Hats 

Drapers                          Fabric/Material 

Blacksmith                                  Fashion 

 

Activity: Research the list below of 18th century professions.  

What did these shops sell?   

Make a list and share with your class. 

List Here 

 

 

Fun Fact: 

Where did the 

Blacksmith get 

their name? 

Because of the 

colour of the iron 

turns black when 

heated due to 

oxidisation 

 



CROSS-CURRICULAR APPROACHES:  

Using Drama to investigate History 

Curriculum Links: Life, society, work and culture in the past, story  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACTIVITY: Divide the class up into groups; give each group a profession 

from the above 18th century professions. Have students take on the role 

of a profession listed above one create a scene; uses desks and available 

classroom materials to create a sense of space. Alternatively, students can 

use outside space or a large indoor space to create their short scenes.  

Students should incorporate the following into their scene:  

- Establish setting: where are they?  

- Who: who are they?  

- Situation: What is the scenario; a customer visiting a Milliners to 

pick up their new hat   

- Conflict: The Milliner rips or damages the hat  

- Resolution: The Milliner convinces the customer that the rip is a 

new fashion trend. 

Give students planning  time to establish their scenes, and physical 

working time act out their ideas. Remind them to use their vocal choices 

and movement and posture to reflect age and social status. Have students 

show their performances to their classmates. 

 



Padmore and Barnes- History  

Curriculum Links History: Continuity and change over time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Padmore and Barnes started 

manufacturing shoes in Kilkenny 

since 1934. At its height Padmore 

and Barnes produced over 25,000 

pairs of shoes in Kilkenny. These 

were sent all over the world.  All 

shoes produced in the factory were 

hand stitched and crafted, much 

like the Shoemakers in our play. 

Where the set has been built was 

once actually called the explosives 

room, where workers used highly 

flammable resin to glue the shoes. 

The room was sealed in case of 

explosions. This would ensure the 

safety of the remaining workers 

and the factory.  

Discussion points:  

Why are local business like 

Padmore and Barnes so 

important to local 

communities?  

What were your impressions 

of the building?  

 



Songs from the Play- Song analysis  

 

 

 

Extract  One:  

 It’s always darkest before the 

dawn 

It seems the birds forget to sing  

Some may die 

But others are born  

And after winter comes the spring  

Yes, after winter comes the spring.  

 

Class Discussion:  

• Why is song and rhyming 

important to this play?  

• Meaning of the song: 

• Why has poetic language 

been used here?  

• What effect has it on the 

audience?  

• How does it at to the 

mood or atmosphere of 

the piece?  

 

ACTIVITY:  

 

Divide students into groups of 4-5. 

- Ask students to create 4 freeze frames to accompany each stanza of 

the nursery rhyme. 

- Every member of the group must be in the freeze frame, creating the 

setting of the narrative. 

- After they have created the 4 freeze frames they will need to create 

movement transitions between each freeze frame. 

- Next, students will select lines or phrases from the text to be 

incorporated into the freeze frames. It is crucial that only a small 

portion of the text is included. 

- Present work. Discuss the clarity of the narrative. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extract Two: 

“Your feet may be walking 

but if they are talking 

There’s never a question of 

what they would choose 

A  pair 

Have a spare 

There’s one over there 

Of our glorious 

Morious 

Walk on the floorious 

(Big Finish) 

Shoes!” 

 

Discussion points:  

Compare and contrast to 

the previous lyric example 

and how does it differ?  

Which words rhyme and 

why?  

What effect has it on the 

audience?  

How does contrast make 

an effective song?  

 

1 
2 

ACTIVITY:  

Repeat activities from previous 

page. Compare and contrast the 

two activities.  

Discussion:  

How was the mood and action 

impacted by the words and 

atmosphere of the two 

contrasting pieces?  
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FEEDBACK FORM 

We would love to hear your comments and suggestions so that we can continuously 

improve our programmes for our community of schools.  We would really appreciate 

hearing from you on how we did with ‘The Elves & the Shoemakers’. 

 

School ________________________   Contact name _____________________ 

5 - Excellent   4 - Good   3 - Alright   2 - Poor   1- Very Poor 

Pre-visit workshop 5 4 3 2 1 

Content           

Delivery           

Usefulness           

      

The Play 5 4 3 2 1 

Relevance           

Appropriateness           

Usefulness           

      

Production 5 4 3 2 1 

Quality           

Experience           

Value for money           

      

Post-show workshop 5 4 3 2 1 

Content           

Delivery           

Usefulness           

      

Resource Pack 5 4 3 2 1 

Relevance           

Usefulness           

Presentation           
 

 Additional comments or suggestions 

 
Please return by email to jo@barnstorm.ie 

or post to Jo Hennessy, Barnstorm Theatre Company, 3 John’s Quay, Kilkenny 

mailto:jo@barnstorm.ie


 

 

 

Teacher’s Resource Pack  

Created by Jo Hennessy 

 

We would very much appreciate any comments you and your pupils, would care to send 

us in response to The Elves & the Shoemakers Alice and The Wolf and to this Pack.  

Letters, comments, paintings, responses, etc. can be sent to:  

 

Barnstorm Theatre Company    Contact  

Artistic Director | Philip Hardy     3 John’s Quay, Kilkenny.  

General Manager | Anja Terpstra     +353 56 7751266  

Kilkenny Youth Theatre | Rosey Hayes   E   info@barnstorm.ie  

Participation and Education Officer | Jo Hennessy  W  barnstorm.ie  

 

T   BarnstormTC   I    barnstormtheatre/     F   barnstormtheatrecompany  
 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 


