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Arts Curriculum subjects, English and areas covered and relevant IB subjects 

Suggested curriculum links presented in following colours: 

 

SACE 

Drama 

Aboriginal Studies 

English 

 

IB 

Arts 

Individuals and Societies 

Language and Literature 

 

 

 

CAPABILITIES 

Literacy and numeracy come in many forms – non-verbal, visual and embodied, the Arts 

provide opportunities for students to deepen their literate and numerate experiences.  

Viewing and experiencing performance requires Critical and Creative Thinking, and 

challenges Personal & Social viewpoints, Intercultural Understanding and Ethical 

Understandings.  

 

Cross- curriculum: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and cultures 
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Content Warnings 
 

Man With The Iron Neck has strong adult themes, coarse language and subject matter 

including discussion and depiction of suicide that students may find confronting. Front-of-

House staff will be on hand to assist audience members during and after the performance. For 

further post show support and advice we strongly recommend talking with these specialist 

organisations: 

 

• Lifeline 13 11 14  

• Kids Helpline 1800 551 800 

• Suicide Call Back Service 1300 659 467 

• Beyond Blue 1300 22 46 36 
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About 

“When all feels hopeless, this show explores how we find that one reason to hang 

on, literally for dear life”  

- Josh Bond [Co-Director & Original Concept] 

 

Man With the Iron Neck is a story of survival. This new work tells the story of an 

Australian family, three young people from a small-town community, and how 

two choose to survive when one is lost.  

 

IB Global Politics Objective 1: Learn more 

 

Not so much a story about suicide, as it is a story about embracing life – a moving, highly 

physical rendering told with humour and poignancy. Written by Ursula Yovich and based on an 

original work by Co-Director Josh Bond Man With The Iron Neck’s message is about finding 

hope through trauma, encouraging those who feel lost to reach out for help.  

 

SACE Stage 1 English KU 3: Learn more 

 

From Josh and Ursula / Director and Writer 

We don’t know where to start. We don’t know where to start because this goes beyond even 

our own experiences around suicide.   

 

It has so many threads and it’s complicated.  You only have to scratch the surface and you’ve 

got more to deal with than most.  You dig deep enough and it becomes overwhelming.  We are 

overwhelmed everyday and it’s not because of the business we’re in.  It’s the nature of being 

Aboriginal in this country.  We are born into families who are dealing with trauma.  

Over 230 years of trauma that continues to this day. 

 

IB MYP Individuals and Society Criterion A: Learn more 

 

From the moment we are conceived our paths are set.  It will take real effort to change that 

course. 

 

We’ve heard in various conversations and circles through our time here in Sydney and other 

cities, that us black fellas need to move on but moving on is hard when trauma isn’t 

acknowledged.  When trauma isn’t acknowledged we downplay the healing.  Healing is then 

secondary to surviving and surviving is tough when it’s taboo to speak about the act of 

suicide and the pain that comes with it. 
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Which brings us here.  This story.  Not just black but white as well.  

 

SACE Stage 1 Aboriginal Studies DAS2; Learn More 

 

To open up a conversation however painful it is.  To breakthrough that pain and to come out 

the other side together.  Because the health of our mob is everyone’s responsibility.  The 

ignorance of those not affected by this is negligent as is the silence from those of us who are 

affected.  It is our collective story.  One that cannot be told without acknowledging the other 

side and the part it has played. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo: Brett Boardman  
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Synopsis 
 

When Ash loses his best friend to suicide, he becomes obsessed with early 20th century 

circus star The Great Peters – AKA ‘Man With The Iron Neck’, whose most famous trick saw 

him jump off bridges with a rope tied around his neck, and survive unscathed. The Great 

Peters embodied both life and death, but in the end what he promises is impossible.  By 

becoming a show-man himself and telling his own story, Ash leads the audience through his 

last memories of Bear before he takes his life.  We are taken through childhood memories, 

exposed to other family members’ experiences and therefore opened up to the vulnerabilities 

and hardships of this family and community.     

 

 

 

 

Photo: Brett Boardman 
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Themes 
 

Masks/Pretending 

Each character explores elements of appearance versus reality: Bear as the successful rising 

football star versus Bear being unable to cope with his father’s death and the pressures in his 

life; Ash as the happy-go-lucky boy next door versus Ash who is daunted by a new life in the 

city without Evelyn; Evelyn as boss of the boys and ruler of the roost versus Evelyn being left 

behind by both Ash and Bear in the coming months.  In an early scene Bear wears his father’s 

shirt foreshadowing his own suicide.  He also reverently recalls his father dressed up as a 

clown and not caring about what others thought of him as he rushed them to the emergency 

room. 

 

Holding On/Letting Go 

Holding onto the past is important when we can learn from history.  Letting go can be just as 

important.  Some memories of their father are links to his love for them all but other 

memories, such as his body after his death would have best been let go for Bear in order to 

choose life over death. 

 

Suicide and death 

 

SACE Stage 1 Aboriginal Studies DA1: Learn more 

 

A overarching theme in Man With The Iron Neck is that of suicide which permeates the lives of 

the community and characters within this world.  As in the real world, suicide has touched 

each of the characters’ lives in a very real and multiplicitous way, reflecting the severity of the 

issue in contemporary Aboriginal culture.  Written and produced as a catalyst for talking about 

this issue, Man In The Iron Neck explores the repercussions and cyclical nature of suicide in 

our Aboriginal communities.  

 

Friendship 

Friendship is an important bond and the links between the three young characters are 

reiterated throughout the production.  The opening scene depicts the bonds between firstly 

Bear and Evelyn as they muck around under the shadow of the clothesline and are soon 

joined by Bear who is also welcomed into their folds.  Ash’s awareness of Bear’s fragility in the 

scene before Ash suicides shows Ash’s dedication to and trust of his friend but his inability to 

prevent Bear’s final choice. 
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Breaking the Cycle  

 

IB Diploma Literature & Performance Objective 1: Learn more 

 

Breaking the cycle of anxiety, depression and suicide can occur through discussion of these 

taboos and seeking support for communities in which they are prevalent.  Man With The Iron 

Neck explicitly looks to stimulate such conversation.  Both Rose and Evelyn are characters 

who have broken the cycle of suicide in their family and community while Bear follows in his 

father’s footsteps by suiciding rather than holding onto hope. 

 

Grief  

Grief is a natural response you experience when you lose someone close to you. Grieving is a 

normal part of life. There is no right way to grieve – everyone is different. For some, it is an 

immediate response and for others it may develop over time. The characters in Man With The 

Iron Neck have all encountered loss and are navigating grief but each deals with it differently. 

 

https://headspace.org.au/assets/Uploads/Resource-library/Young-people/Grief-web.pdf  

 

Characters 

Evelyn 

Strong, tough, good-natured young female in her late teens who lives at home with her mum, 

Rose, and twin brother, Bear.  She is dutiful, loving and playful but does not take nonsense 

from her twin or boyfriend, nextdoor neighbour, Ash.  Evelyn and Bear’s father commited 

suicide when they were six but their family unit has stayed intact since this.  Evelyn longs to 

get away and see the world but has no strategy of how to go about this as yet. 

 

Ash 

19 - 20 years old, caring, charming and a loyal friend, Ash lives next door to Evelyn: his 

girlfriend, Bear: his best friend and their mum: Rose. Ash is often in their home, welcomed as 

part of the family by all.  Passionate about photography, loves football and is mad about 

Evelyn.  At the end of school, Ash received a scholarship to study in Sydney so will be moving 

away from home after summer but in the meantime he continues to play local footy with Ash 

and hang out with Evelyn. 
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Bear 

Twin brother to Evelyn and best mate of Ash, Bear is a talented Australian Rules footballer 

who looks to be selected for the AFL draft by talent scouts; he hopes to play for Sydney and 

therefore leave his hometown.  Bear is haunted by images of his father’s suicide but will not 

talk about this resulting in a deeply melancholic element to his life and personality. 

 

Rose 

40 - 45 year old mother to Evelyn and Bear, Rose is a devoted mother not only to her offspring 

but a welcoming mother-figure to Ash from next door.  Rose’s patient and fun-loving 

relationship with the younger characters is strengthened by her nurturing nature and good 

humour.  Her ability to survive the tragedy of her partner’s suicide is foreshadowed in her 

monologue where she speaks of the fear of giving birth to twins but of the courage to hold 

onto hope and therefore push though for the love she feels for them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo: Brett Boardman 
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Production 

Style and Conventions 

The combination of realism and physical theatre provides a certain level of intimacy between 

performers and audience whilst leaving enough room for physical and aerial elements of the 

production. 

 

Motifs 

SACE Stage 2 English An2: Learn more 

 

Rope/line 

- The swing: ever looming as part of the set/waiting, a constant 

presence/threat/option 

- The Great Peters Show-trick using a rope to defy death 

- The clothesline: gives characters physical access to engaging with ropes, lines and 

height, walking the line, tangles v straight lines,  

- Fly ropes: while a practical part of the physical stunts these add to this motif rather 

than detracting from the performance 

 

Putting on a Show/Pretending to be someone else 

- The Great Peters stunt: fake suicide looking like a stunt until it works  

- Evelyn: dancing at clothesline in opening scene 

- Bear: the happy, successful football up-and-comer 

- Ash: scholarship in the city 

- Dad: not caring how he looked at the hospital: a point of importance for Bear 

- Tree in the set: ‘dressed up’ with lights 

 

The Colour Red 

- Appears in the: table, rug, father’s shirt, football, Swans guernsey, clean top on 

clothesline 

 

Stars as Hope 

- References during Rose’s pregnancy monologue, in projections of the night 

looking down on the community, Bear’s hope as being an AFL star, the tree 

dressed with lights as Bear’s hope to end his life. 
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Height as escape 

- Projections of treetops, running through the air, aerial acrobatics at times of high 

emotional pressure, Bear up the tree, the twins in-utero during Rose’s monologue 

concerning fright, pressure, the unknown. 

Venue 

Dunstan Playhouse, Adelaide Festival Centre.  The theatre is a Proscenium Arch/End-On style 

theatre with an audience capacity of approximately 600 people spread across both stalls and 

a balcony. 

Tech Insider 

SACE Stage 2 Drama An3: Learn more 

IB Diploma Theatre Objective 2: Learn more 

 

The set has high-levels of projection onto a curved set-piece that replaces a cyclorama or 

flats.  Two projectors are required to achieve projection across this wide surface area.  

Above is the initial technical plan from the production to provide students with a visual 

understanding of the technical requirements for the show. 
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Curriculum 

Pre-Show Information 

Topics to Explore with Students 

Who was The Man with the Iron Neck? 

The Great Peters aka The Man With The Iron Neck was a 20th century stunt man, whose trick 

consisted of jumping off bridges with a rope tied like a noose around his neck. He embodies 

both death and life – the lure of risk-taking and dangerous behaviour and oblivion, and the 

thwarting of it. 

 

Students share ideas on risk taking activities in contemporary society – i.e. bunging jumping, 

parkour etc. 

 

Suicide in Aboriginal Communities 

From “Death is Our Life” - Aboriginal suicide at crisis levels and Why Do Aboriginal People Kill 

Themselves? https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/aboriginal-suicide-

rates#toc1 

To break taboos and make change, we must engage in conversation.  Man With The Iron Neck 

is an artwork that provides a pathway to discuss the taboo of prolific suicide in our Aboriginal 

communities. 

 

Aboriginal suicides are similar but also different to non-Aboriginal suicides—people kill 

themselves at the end of a long period of suppressed rage (and not grief as commonly 

thought), but also because of trauma passed on from previous generations, and social 

marginalisation. 

 

Almost non-existent in the 1980s, the rate of suicide and self harm amongst Aboriginal 

people has reached crisis levels and “horrific proportions”, particularly in remote 

communities and particularly amongst youth. Despite suicide rates rising, the Australian 

government does not respond adequately to this epidemic. 
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“Death is our life,” says South Australian Elder Tauto Sansbury, describing the state of the 

Aboriginal landscape Australia-wide, of mourning and sadness for young lives lost far too 

often. 

With 95% of Aboriginal people in Australia are affected by suicide, many of them are born into 

families where grief from suicide already exists, sometimes across two or three generations. 

Suicide is likely the single biggest killer of Aboriginal Australians.  

Some Statistics 

95% Proportion of Aboriginal people in Australia who are affected by a suicide  

6 Times greater: The likelihood that Aboriginal people commit suicide, compared to non-

Aboriginal people.  

80% Percentage of suicides of youth aged 10 to 24 in 2011 where the victim was 

Aboriginal. Same figure for 1991: 10%  

 

Students to discuss: Why are Aboriginal Suicide Rates Higher? 

https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/aboriginal-suicide-rates 

Some of the many factors that impact on high Aboriginal suicide rates are listed below.  While 

each of these factors is serious, the compounding of multiple factors which are faced by 

many Aboriginal people show how rage leads to suicide and why there is a wide-spread and 

ongoing problem in these communities. 

 

● Unbearable (and intergenerational) 

trauma 

● Invasion 

● Disconnection from land 

● Poverty 

● Racism 

● Abuse of alcohol and drugs 

● Poor living conditions 

● Incarceration 

● Lack of support 

● No trust in, or access to, support 

services 

● Lack of self-esteem and identity 

● Feeling of in-equality 

● Domestic Violence 

● Lack of education 

● Cross-cultural confusion 

● Family disconnection 

● And others 

 

More information regarding each of these is available at Creative Spirits website. 
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Possible Provocation Questions for Your Students 

Before the Show 

 

● Ask students to look at this image carefully and brainstorm what they think the 

performance will be about.  Consider colour, shape, set/props, costumes, postures, 

levels, light/shadow, facial expression, title.  Remember these initial impressions and 

revisit them once you have discussed more about what the show may be about and 

again after seeing the production. 

 

● Have you seen a piece of artwork (visual or performance art) that has opened an idea 

to you and engaged you to think in a new way?  What was this piece and what ideas 

stuck with you? 

● Why is it important to look at tough topics through theatre and storytelling?  What 

does it prompt us to think about?   

● What difficulties faced by Aboriginal communities today could lead to young 

Aboriginal people feeling hopeless? Consider words like belonging, ownership, health, 

language, identity.  Revisit your ideas after seeing the performance and see if the ideas 

you came up with were represented in the show (think about set, projection, sound, 

storyline, characterisation, music etc.) 

● Australian Rules Football plays a large role in Australian communities.  It has been a 

pathway to breaking the cycle of depression, poverty and other issues affecting 

communities particularly in many Aboriginal communities.  What Aboriginal AFL 

players can your students identify (past or present)?  Research the pathways of these 

players to find out what AFL means to them and if they have or are using it as a 

platform to promote success. 

● What rituals do we associate with death?  What rituals are you aware of; have any had 

experience with these and are willing to share?  What is the purpose of these rituals 

and how do they serve those left living? 
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Photo: Brett Boardman 

After the Show  

● The twins both lost their father to suicide but Bear and Evelyn reacted in very different 

ways.  How can grief affect people in differently?   

● How does the portrayal of these different reactions provide hope for the audience?   

● Refer to the list of motifs above; where did you see them appear and how are they 

used to enhance and reinforce the themes and ideas of the production?  Did you 

discover any more motives, perhaps in the sound production or projection?   

● What extracurricular activities are available to you that provide you with something to 

look forward to each week?  What is it specifically about this engagement that you 

enjoy?  Peers? Creative outlet? Physical challenges? Winning? Being part of a team?   

● Why is the use of physical theatre particularly effective in discussing taboo topics like 

suicide?  What advantages does its use have that a naturalistic production may not? 
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Activity Ideas 

Transformative Texts 

Use the themes, characters, ideas or other elements of this production as a launching pad to 

create a work of your own.  Your response will be a transformation of the production you have 

seen.  This could be a written monologue, a short film or a poetry response.  For example you 

may like to create a monologue inspired by Man With The Iron Neck addressing the themes of 

Aboriginal suicide from the point of view of one of the peripheral characters e.g. Bear’s 

football coach. 

Physical Theatre to Explore Big Topics 

Physically exploring emotion is a way for students to express ideas and feeling when they are 

stuck for words.  The following exercise can be as quick or as in-depth as works for each 

group and possibly open further dialogue and understanding in response to seeing this 

performance. 

 

How Are You Feeling 

One person does a nonverbal expression of how they are feeling, and everyone then does it 

several times. Others try to guess what the feeling is. Repeat now that everybody 

understands the feeling, then move on. 

Purpose: connect non-verbal actions and feelings, physicality, empathy 

Connect: brainstorm some of the emotions that surfaced in your students from viewing the 

production and ask them to apply these to the above physical activity.   

Use these physicalities to create a series of tableaux to respond to the show.  Ask students to 

select appropriate sounds or music and create effective transitions between each tableau to 

elevate this physical response. 

 

Revisit the themes 

• Masks/pretending 

• Holding on/letting go 

• Suicide 

• Friendship 

• Breaking the cycle 

• Grief 

 

Students to discuss if having explored them prior to the production did this add/distract from 

the intent of the performers and the production.  
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Student Review 

For the student’s review, points for them to consider in addition to normal review practice: 

• How did the aerial work add to the drama of the narrative 

• How important was it to have prior knowledge to an understanding of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander youth suicide. 

• What new understanding/knowledge has the performance brought to you in your 

understanding of the impact of suicide 

 

For review writing format:     See Review Writing Guide document 

                          

Meet the Company  

 

Legs On The Wall 

Legs on the Wall, based in Sydney, Australia, combines bold theatre with big questions, tough 

topics and incredible physical theatre.  Their creative teams consist of respected artists from 

many disciplines including renowned musicians, playwrights, designers and physical 

performers ensuring their works continue to push the boundaries of interdisciplinary 

performance arts. 

“The thriving heart of physical theatre in Australia, Legs are known nationally and 

internationally for [their] bold exuberance, and [their] stories told with depth, humour and 

intelligence. Celebrating and exploring the capacity of the physical body in motion, [they] use 

physical metaphor to explore stories. Narrative text based stories, visual stories, abstract 

stories; all are linked by the body and its capabilities as the central vehicle for making work. 

Established in 1984 by a group of young artists busking on the streets of Sydney, Legs was 

incorporated as an association in 1992. In 2004, on [their] 20th birthday, the NSW 

Government rewarded us with our own purpose-built home, the Red Box in Lilyfield.” 

*from https://www.legsonthewall.com.au/company/  

 

Other works from Legs on the Wall include: 

Highly Sprung (2018) 

The Raft (in development) 

Puncture (2015) 

Tale of Samulnori (2015) 

View some of the above in this montage: https://youtu.be/PHUCspnsxDs 
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For more videos, workshops and more information visit www.legsonthewall.com.au 

 

Performers 

Ursula Yovich 

Kyle Shilling 

Tibian Wyles 

Caleena Sansbury 

Creative Team 

Joshua Bond - Co-Director and Original 

Concept 

Gavin Robins - Co-Director 

Ursula Yovich - Writer 

Iain Grandage – Co-Composer 

Steve Francis – Co-Composer 

Michael Toisuta & Jed Silver – Sound 

Design 

Joey Ruigrok - Set Designer 

 

 

Matt Marshall - Lighting Designer 

Emma Vine - Costume Designer 

Sam James - Video Designer 

Steve Rodgers - Dramaturg 

Jane Harrison - Cultural Consultant & 

Dramaturgical input 

David Cole - Cultural Consultant & 

Community engagement 

Cecily Hardy - Senior Creative Producer 

Sophia Marinos - Associate Producer 

Joshua Thomson - Legs Artistic Director 

Mark Haslam - Production Manager 

Andrew Bright - Head Rigger 

Anna Pidgeon - Stage Manager/ Rigger 

support 

Chad Albinger - Assistant Rigger/ Swing 

Rigger

 

Additional Resources 

Interview with Co-Director, Gavin Robins: 

https://www.legsonthewall.com.au/news/2018/9/12/interview-with-gavin-robins 

 

Articles and websites about discussing suicide in schools: 

https://afsp.org/talking-suicide-schools/ 

https://www.mindmatters.edu.au/spotlights/suicide-prevention 

https://theconversation.com/talking-about-suicide-and-self-harm-in-schools-can-save-lives-

83232 

Articles and websites for information regarding Aboriginal suicides: 

https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/aboriginal-suicide-rates 

https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/high-aboriginal-youth-suicide-rates-

180607100149404.html 
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Curriculum Links 

The below performance standards are likely to apply if class discussion, performance review 

and analytical exploration of this production is undertaken using the prompts, ideas and 

information included in this resource.  Others may also be applicable depending on individual 

task design and requirements. 

 

SACE Stage 2 English:  

Knowledge and Understanding 2 & 3 

SACE Stage 2 Drama:  

Knowledge and Understanding 1 & 2 

Application 1, 2 & 4 

Analysis 1, 2 & 3 

Evaluation 1, 2 & 3 

SACE Stage 2 Aboriginal Studies: 

Knowledge and Understanding 1 & 2 

Deconstruction, Analysis and Synthesis 1, 2 & 3 

Evaluation, Collaboration, and Reflection 1 

SACE Curriculum Links 

*includes literacy and numeracy across all subjects 

SACE Drama Capabilities: 

Communication, Citizenship, Personal Development, Work, Learning, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Knowledge, Cultures, and Perspectives 

SACE English Capabilities 

Information and communication technology, Critical and creative thinking, Personal and social 

capability, Ethical understanding, Intercultural understanding, Ethical understanding, 

Intercultural understanding, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Knowledge, Cultures, and 

Perspectives 

 

SACE Aboriginal Studies Capabilities 

Critical and creative thinking, Personal and social capability, Ethical understanding, 

Intercultural understanding, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Knowledge, Cultures, and 

Perspectives 
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International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme Curriculum 

Links 

Studies in Language and Literature: 

● a personal appreciation of language and literature 

● skills in literary criticism using a range of texts from different periods, styles and 

genres 

● an understanding of the formal, stylistic and aesthetic qualities of texts 

● strong powers of expression, both written and oral 

● an appreciation of cultural differences in perspective 

● an understanding of how language challenges and sustains ways of thinking. 

Individuals and Societies 

● human experience and behaviour 

● the varieties of physical, economic and social environments that people inhabit 

● the history of social and cultural institutions. 

The Arts 

● Each subject [within The Arts] is designed to foster critical, reflective and informed 

practice, help students understand the dynamic and changing nature of the arts, 

explore the diversity of arts across time, place and cultures, and express themselves 

with confidence and competence. 


