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About the Show
The time: the height of World War II. The place: Frankfurt, Germany.
Ernst is a young boy who lives with his mother and grandfather. When the air raids and bombings
become too much to bear, Ernst is sent to live in the countryside with his Aunt Sophie. Ernst is
reluctant to go but eventually submits to the inevitable and begins his long journey east.

When he arrives at his aunt’s small farmhouse, he finds that things are not the same as on his
previous happy visit. His Uncle Rudi has gone to fight in the war and not returned. His aunt is
unhappy and behaves oddly. She tasks him with looking out for a chicken-stealer she calls ‘a fox’.
Ernst sees footprints and realises that the fox in question is all too human, but he can’t catch him.
Food begins to run short and Aunt Sophie’s behaviour becomes even stranger.
One day she leaves the farm without explanation and does not come back. Ernst is left alone with
no idea of how to get home or if he will ever see his mother again. It is now, when he is cold, wet
and hungry that he meets the enigmatic ‘fox’.
Ernst gives him the name of ‘Mr H’ and implores the stranger to take him all the way back to
Frankfurt. At first Mr H does not wish to help Ernst but for his own reasons he eventually agrees.
As they travel through war-torn Germany, they see homes destroyed by bombs and displaced
people desperate for food, so they decide to keep off the roads and pull their cart across country.
They spy a river and decide to set up camp for the night. In the morning, they are woken by two
Russian soldiers with guns who search their belongings in an aggressive manner. With Ernst’s
help, Mr H distracts and captivates the battle weary men with magic tricks. Impressed by Mr H’s
clever trickery, the soldiers have a change of heart. They laugh and offer Ernst and Mr H gifts
before leaving the much relieved travellers. Amazed, Ernst begins to learn some magic under the
guidance of Mr H.
Continuing their arduous journey, Mr H begins to suffer with an old leg wound and they are glad to
spot a grand old house in the distance. Thinking that the house has been abandoned and hoping
for shelter from the cold night, they decide to break in. When the owner of the house catches them
snooping around, she graciously invites them to stay as her guests. To thank her for her hospitality,
Mr H entertains their host with more magic tricks.

As they finally approach Frankfurt Mr H becomes very ill. With the Russians behind them and the
Americans in front, Ernst struggles to complete the journey home. Everything in the city has
changed and Ernst doesn’t know how to find his house. Will he be reunited with his mother once
again? And who is the remarkable Mr H?

Activities

Snip-Snap-Status
Ernst likes to play card games while he hides in the air raid shelter with his mother and Herr.
Dethier. His favourite game is called Snip-Snap, but you can give this one a try. Make a set of
cards and write on each of them the name of a character from Nivelli’s War: Ernst, Ernst’s Mother,
The Great Nivelli, Mr H, the Stage Manager, the Princess, the Butler, Tante Sophie and the
Russian/American Soldiers.
Shuffle the cards and turn them face down. Choose one card and discuss whether the character is
high or low status in Nivelli’s War. Before turning over the next card, try and guess whether that
character will be of higher or lower status. Discuss each character’s status before moving on. Don’t
forget to take things like age, gender, nationality, health and wealth into consideration. See how
many correct guesses you can get in a row!
Performance Poster
At the start of the show, The Great Nivelli is preparing for a spectacular performance in his home
town. In the 1940s, when Nivelli’s War is set, there was no TV or internet to advertise, so posters
were often used to relay information such as what to do in an air raid or how to spot a spy!
Try your hand at designing a poster for The Great Nivelli’s magic show. Don’t forget to include the
time and date of performance, the ticket price and an eye-catching picture of the magician
performing a spectacular illusion. Ernst was inspired to call himself The Great Nivelli, by reversing
Mr H’s real name, Levin. You could try this with your own name or create a whole new magical
identity for yourself and make a poster advertising your own magic show too!
Soundscape
Listen to sound clips and music from World War II (these can be easily found online). Choose a
few different sounds and split the class into groups, allocating each group a sound, e.g. air raid
siren, bombs falling, aeroplanes, engines, footsteps, music. Ask each group to come up with a way
of creating their sound e.g. clapping, whistling, using their voices, tapping their feet, using objects
around the room. If you have musical instruments you could introduce these. Conduct the group as
a soundscape. Bring in group 1, then 2, then 3 and so on. Use your hands to indicate volume by
raising your hand to increase volume and lowering your hand to decrease. Experiment with pace
and tempo, creating suspense and tension.
Radio Recording
During World War II, everyone relied on the radio to keep them updated on was was happening on
the frontline. In small groups, write and record a news report. You could give the listeners updates
on the heavy bombing the night we see Ernst in the air raid shelter, give tips on what to do in the
event of an attack, or even experiment with some 1940s singing or advertisements for a little
entertainment. Record your radio show and play it back for your class.
Pack your Suitcase
Ernst must leave his home in Frankfurt to go and live with his Aunt in the countryside. Many
families were forced to leave their homes and move away during the War taking with them only
one suitcase. Place a suitcase in the centre of the room that contains various objects e.g. a book,
photos, clothes, toys etc. Ask each pupil to pick an object and create a memory/story around that
object. Where did it come from? Who owns it? Why is it important enough to bring in the suitcase?

Freeze!
In groups, create a series of freeze-frames that best represent Ernst’s journey throughout the play,
e.g : Ernst and his mother hiding from an air raid, Ernst saying goodbye to his mother, Ernst
waiting to catch the ‘fox’, Mr H and Ernst travelling in their cart, Mr H and Ernst meeting the
Russian soldiers and doing magic tricks, meeting the Princess/ her butler, arriving back in
Frankfurt, The Great Nivelli reminiscing on the stage.
Present these freeze-frames to the rest of the class and challenge them to recognise the moments
from the play.
Improvisations
In pairs, use the following scenarios to devise short dramatic improvisations:
What would Ernst’s Mother say when he finally returns home?
What would Ernst say when he confronts the man in the vegetable patch?
What might the soldiers say to Mr H and Ernst after seeing their magic?
What might the Princess say upon hearing Mr H and Ernst come into her house at night?

Side by Side
Using the template below, create a character profile for Ernst and then one for yourself. Compare
side by side and discuss the similarities and differences between the two.
Name: Ernst
Age: 7
I like to play with:
I like to wear:
I like to eat:
My best friend is:
The bravest thing I’ve ever done is:
The best thing I’ve ever learned is:
The most valuable thing to me is:
Something I love is:
Something I hate is:

Shadow Puppet Show
In Nivelli’s War, shadows and silhouettes are carefully constructed by our lighting designer
to create different atmospheres and moods that may be spooky, strange or magical.
Use black card to cut-out shapes of the shadows you would like to make. Try experimenting with
people, places and objects. Use a light to project shadows onto a wall or screen. You could use a
white sheet and the light of a torch or an overhead projector. Remember - only cut out details will
be seen, so keep your shapes simple! Split pins can be used to create moving parts.
Experiment with how the shadows change when you move closer to or further away from the light.
Once you have perfected your puppeteering you could reenact some of your favourite scenes from
Nivelli’s War!

Morse Code
Morse Code is an electronic method of communication which uses dots and dashes in place of
letters. This code was used to transport important and often secret messages during World War II.
Write a secret message to a partner, switch notes and see if you can decode the secret message
you receive.

Letter Writing
Ernst’s mother sends a letter to Tante Sophie when Ernst goes to live with her. What sort of things
might she have written? Try writing a letter which captures all the things Ernst’s mother would need
to tell his aunt. You could also try writing as Ernst to one of his friends back in Frankfurt or as The
Princess writing to her Royal Family about her strange encounter with Ernst and Mr H.
Further Resources
Find out more about the true story of Nivelli:
http://www.themagicdetective.com/2011/05/holocaust-conjurer.html

