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By Ivan Brett and available from Headline



The Floor is Lava





About the Book



101 fun-filled, boredom-busting games to occupy the whole family.


This book will bring everyone together with an endless selection of creative games you can come back to time and time again. You’ll quickly find the right game to match ANY occasion. Most are quick to set up and require minimal equipment – ideal for anyone looking for straight up fun.


Bored? Games! is the ultimate book to keep everyone entertained




Your name is Richard. You are my dad.





INTRODUCTION



I write this, as I have the entire book, during the height of the coronavirus pandemic, a disease which has ripped us apart in so many ways and challenged us to reimagine how we live every moment. I feel that makes what I’m about to say a little more poignant.


Play is infectious. It spreads without our permission, uncontrollably, with a will of its own. We can take steps to close ourselves off and reduce its power or, through social interaction, encourage it. But it can’t be stopped.


Like the other great aural folk traditions of music and storytelling, folk games are passed through activity. You play a folk song to teach it, likewise with a game. It is through play that it’s transmitted, and so it mutates with its new host, fitting the space that’s needed, finding the warm, fertile place in their mind it so craves. A folk song may have an ephemeral ‘standard’ version, an illusory base song that each musician will interpret as they reproduce it with their own sensibility, but no one person can claim to own it. While some of the games in this book are brand new, others are remixed versions of things that have come before. No matter what I write, however, your version will always be a little different from mine. Isn’t that great?


There is no definitive rule set for any game, and that’s their beauty. I’m not looking to change that. What I present here is a distillation of millions of people’s play into 101 games that are no more mine than yours. I’ve spent every moment of my life since the publication of The Floor is Lava going out into the world to give, receive and create games. My journey has taken me around the country with my voice recorder to play with dozens of new friends in woods, pubs, zoos and garden sheds. It took me 8,000 miles across the USA on my bicycle, accompanied by my partner Amy, where we traded play with the super-rich and the homeless, played our way across snow-capped mountains, baking deserts and moonscaped lava fields. It took me here, locked down in my shed, calling my mum for a game each morning so that our shared laughter may sit alongside the distance, the anxiety and the dire need for a hug.


Where hides the value in a game? It’s certainly not in the rules: these are merely the shell. The value lies in the potential for play hidden between the words, and this is what I want to pass on to you. I’ve spent the last two years collecting, creating and curating the greatest possibilities for play so that you, too, may get the bug. In place of actually playing the games with you, which is undoubtably the best way, I’ve done my darndest to present the rules in the simplest, most playful form possible, so that you can get started with barely any learning, preparation or gathering of resources. You’re welcome.


The 101 games within are divided into what you’ll need to play them (your hands, your head or your feet) and how many people you’ll need. Pick the section that’s right for you and get playing. Share the fun with the hashtag #BoredGames, then let me know your favourites on Twitter, @IvanBrett.





GAMES TO PLAY WITH YOUR HANDS


Humans are one of the few animals to have opposable thumbs, and of the others in that select group (chimps, gorillas, a couple of lucky frogs) we’re the only ones to have easy access to tables. It’d be a shame not to make use of this advantage. Here’s a slew of games requiring a little dexterity of the digits that work best when you’re sitting around a table. Some require paper and pencil, a couple need cards, coins or dice (but only when they’re really special). There’s enough here to ensure that your thumbs will never be idle again.




SINGLE PLAYER



1. Stained-Glass Window









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

1




	

Easy




	

30 mins
















TAGS:


ARTY,


SIMPLE,


QUIET









IN SHORT: Fill in the stained glass without touching colours.


I was brought up in Winchester, a historic city with the most amazing cathedral. Its enormous stained-glass window was shattered during the Civil War, then put back together by some kindly volunteers like a big, sharp puzzle. The only problem was, they got it all wrong and now it’s the most beautiful accidentally abstract art. Here’s a game inspired by that.


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• Paper and pencil.


• A ruler.


• Colouring pencils (at least four different colours).


HOW TO PLAY


With your paper on a stable surface, draw about twenty ruled lines all the way across the page at different angles, to make a spider-web of lines. You should have divided your paper into many little shards. Choose five coloured pencils and shade one random segment in each colour. Now the game begins: continue colouring in, ensuring that no two shards of the same colour touch each other. If you can fill the page without breaking the rule, you win!


TIP


• The difficulty of this game depends on two things: how many shards there are, and how many colours you let yourself use. If you want a harder game, draw more lines and use fewer colours. If you’re in it for the mindful process of shading, do fewer lines and maybe six different colours.


LEVEL-UP


• Using the same rules, make this a two-player game by taking it in turns to colour in a shard. The tactics will totally change and you’ll end up with a lovely shared creation.





2. Diamonds









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

1




	

Hard




	

10 mins
















TAGS:


VOCABULARY,
QUIET, BRAIN
WORKOUT









IN SHORT: Brilliant one-player vocabulary challenge.


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• Pencil and paper (or mini whiteboard and pens).


HOW TO PLAY


Start by writing a two-letter word at the centre-top of your page. Here are some to get you started: IF, NO, AN, BY, UP, BE.


Now you must find a three-letter word that begins with the last letter of your two-letter word. Write that just below, branching outwards like a diamond.


Next, you would find a four-letter word that begins with the last letter of your three-letter word, and so on.


• You could challenge yourself to make it to ten letters, or even push for higher.


• You could turn back at ten letters and shrink to nine, then eight, all the way back to two.


If you get stuck, you can decide to go back and swap an earlier word, or you can start again.



EXAMPLE



IN


NOT


TUNE


EVENT


THIRTY


YOUNGER


REQUIRED


DRAMATICS


SCANDALOUS


SCRAWNIER


REMEMBER


RESTING


GRAVES


SUGAR


RIPE


EAT


TO


TIPS


• If you think of a word but it’s a little too short, see if you can add a suffix (‘ED’, ‘ING’, ‘LY’).


• Having said that, watch out for words that end in Y. It makes things a little tricky.


LEVEL-UP


• Try saying the words, in order, as if they’re a story. How much emotion and meaning can you convey with a list of nonsense?


• Try writing a story containing all of the words that appeared in your list. 





3. Lock Eyes









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

1




	

Medium




	

10 mins per drawing
















TAGS:


ARTY,


CREATIVE,


QUIET











IN SHORT: A drawing game that teaches you to look.


The artist Corita Kent wrote beautifully about a style she called Contour Drawing. In her book Learning by Heart (Allworth Press, 2008), she describes it as ‘a way of looking as much as a way of drawing . . . [it] helps you see things and let your intuition make choices’. As far as I’m concerned, it’s just a very giggly way of drawing, and a chance for your hands to co-ordinate with your eyes more than they’re used to.


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• Paper and pencil.


• An object to draw. Anything!


HOW TO PLAY


Set your object in front of you so that you can draw it. Consider its finer details: the chip in the china, the faded yellow glaze where your lips go. (I’m looking at a mug. Can you tell?)


You’re going to draw it, but with two big limitations:


• Once your pencil is on your paper, it may not lift up until you are finished.


• You must keep your eyes locked on the item you’re drawing, and never look at the paper until you are finished.


At first, I’ll admit, this is hard, especially for someone who can’t draw even when they are allowed to look. But there’s something wonderfully freeing about going on a journey around an item’s contours without any concern over how the product will end up. You can add as much detail as you like. Don’t worry about going wrong – everything you add to the drawing is just another part of your artwork. After a few seconds of getting into the groove, it becomes rather subconscious. 


TIP


• If you play this game daily, you’ll become really aware of how far your hand travels, what it feels like to draw a straight line, how to keep track of your location. I wouldn’t say it’s made me a better artist, but I certainly enjoy drawing more now!


LEVEL-UP


• After drawing your mug without looking at the page, flip the paper over and do the opposite. You’ve spent a few minutes studying it so now hide the item and draw it entirely from memory. Once you’ve finished, compare reality with your creation and see how they differ.





4. Spell a Letter









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

1




	

Medium




	

20 mins
















TAGS:


SPELLING,


LONG-TERM,


QUIET











IN SHORT: How do you spell each letter in the alphabet?


Bear with me here. This sounds mad, but I used to spend hours doing this. So, here’s my question . . . how do you spell the letter A? In this game, we try to spell the sound of a letter, then try to spell those letters, then those, all the way to infinity.


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• Paper and pencil.


HOW TO PLAY


In my opinion, if you needed to write down how the letter A really sounds, you’d put ‘AY’. B could be spelt ‘BEE’, C is ‘SEE’ and so on.


At the top of a piece of scrap paper, write the letter that you wish to spell. Then, below it, spell the letter out. Then, below that letter, spell each of those letters, and so on. See how many stages you can go through before you run out of space.


You can do the same with spelling a word, then spelling each letter of the word, then spelling each of those letters, etc.


You know what? Here’s your example.


EXAMPLE


Z


ZED


ZED EE DEE


ZED EE DEE EE EE DEE EE EE


ZED EE DEE EE EE DEE EE EE EE EE EE EE DEE EE EE EE EE EE EE


Or:


HELLO


AITCH EE ELL ELL OH


AY EYE TEE SEE AITCH EE EE EE ELL ELL EE ELL ELL OH AITCH


TIPS


• You might not agree with my spelling of each letter. Many people will say H is spelt ‘HAITCH’ or that Z is spelt ‘ZEE’. Is U ‘YEW’ or ‘YOU’? Do it your way!


• If you don’t see the point of playing this game, then ask yourself why games need points. Then ask yourself how you spell the letter ‘W’, and then play this game.





5. Clickipedia









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

1+




	

Medium




	

10 mins
















TAGS:


ONLINE,


TRIVIA,


TACTICAL











IN SHORT: Get from George Foreman to George Formby in the fewest clicks possible.


This game has been around for as long as online encyclopaedias have, but it never gets old. It’s the only game in the book that requires a screen, but it’s so much fun that I couldn’t leave it out.


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• A device connected to the internet.


HOW TO PLAY


Head to an online encyclopaedia: Wikipedia is obviously the biggest, which also makes it the most suited for this game. Every page on there is linked to dozens more – that’s the appeal. You start by reading about French cheese and after a couple of clicks you’re on an article about monitor lizards. This game is an attempt to formalise that experience.


You’re going to pick two pages that couldn’t feel more different, then try to find a path between the two, using only clickable links.


Once you’ve made your path, note down the number of clicks and challenge a friend to beat it. Or you can try again, perfecting your clicks until you’ve found the shortest possible route.


Here are some challenges you can try. Let me know your quickest path for each one!


• Stevie Wonder to Golden Wonder


• Brooklyn, New York to Brooklyn Beckham


• Benedict Cumberbatch to Eggs Benedict


• Pteridomania to Fearne Cotton


• Blackbeard to Radio Caroline


• Texas Rangers to Power Rangers


• Swords to Ploughshares


• Water to Wine


• Quarter to Nine


• Fly to the Moon


TIP


• Try going as general and broad as you can, then zooming into the specific thing you want. It’s easier than clicking through hundreds of pages trying to find some tiny link to something relevant.


LEVEL-UP


• Here are optional rules I like to add, which make it more difficult. If you’re a purist, try these:


• Never click ‘back’.


• Never click links in the ‘see also’ or ‘categories’ sections.


• Never use ctrl+f, or any other find function.


• Rather than finding the shortest possible path, why not the fastest? Set up two computers next to each other or call somebody and put the phones on speaker, then duel your opponent to get to the destination fastest.





6. Monotone Poem









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

1




	

Hard




	

30 mins
















TAGS:


POETRY,
VOCABULARY,
CREATIVE











IN SHORT: A poetry game with one limiting rule.


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• Pencil and paper.


HOW TO PLAY


The formal name for this is ‘univocalic writing’, but we don’t need to worry about that. Simply, it’s a style of writing where you are only allowed to use one vowel. It’s so satisfying to read back, and makes for a great exercise when all you have is time and ideas.


The five vowels in our alphabet are:


A      E      I      O      U


(If you want to call Y a vowel, then feel free. You can ban yourself from using it. It’s your choice. For this game, give yourself a break and pretend it’s a fully fledged tax-paying consonant.)


Choose one of the vowels now. Next, spend a few minutes collecting words that contain ONLY that vowel and none of the others. For example, if you’ve chosen E, you could write ‘feed’, ‘bled’ and ‘emergence’ but not ‘vole’, because that contains an O (also you don’t have the vole’s permission).


Really try to find as many as you can. Honestly. But once you have enough, you may begin to write a poem. Try to construct short phrases or sentences with the words. Long sentences will be impossible, but little bursts of meaning are fine.


Begin to construct your poem. Short lines work well, each with a fragment of a sentence. How much meaning can you draw out by using only one vowel?



EXAMPLE



I won’t make mine too long, as I don’t want to spoil a whole letter’s worth of words.


I chose the letter A. Here we go:


Cat whacks a claw at ants.


Bad cat.


Cat spat at a man. 


Angry cat.


Cat laps at ham and jam.


Fat cat.


That sort of thing. I hope you can do better.


LEVEL-UP


• You could write a poem with five verses, each using only one vowel.


• How long can you spend in real life, only speaking using words with one vowel? And, in the process, how many people will you annoy?





7. Piary









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

1




	

Hard




	

5 mins daily
















TAGS:


CREATIVE,


QUIET,


POETRY











IN SHORT: A fun (and unique) way to keep a diary, using the numbers of pi. 


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• A really nice notebook and pen.


HOW TO PLAY


Pi is an irrational number. That means that it can’t be expressed as a fraction and, when written as a decimal, it goes on and on forever. They actually have computers whose job it is to print out the digits of pi for the rest of eternity. Here are the first 100 digits.


3.141592653589793238462643383279502884197169399375105820974944592307816406286208998628034825342117067


If it’s such a weird number, why do we care about it? Well, it has magical properties in mathematics. It pops up all over the place, and it’s vital in construction, engineering and physics. Without pi we’d have no bridges, no cars to cross those bridges and no tubes of Pringles to eat in the cars. But enough of that. This isn’t a maths book. We can use pi in a different way: a piary.


Just like a diary or journal, every day you’ll write down what’s on your mind. However, the amount you write is governed by pi. On the first day, you find the first digit of pi (3) and write 3 lines, each containing exactly 3 syllables. (A syllable is a beat within a word. ‘Egg’ has one, ‘eggnog’ has two, ‘eggnog mug’ has three.)


Then on day 2, you will find the second digit of pi (1) and write only 1 line, with only one syllable. Not much to do today! 


On day 3 you will write 4 lines of 4 syllables, and so on.


You keep going for however long you can manage to keep going. Try doing it over your summer holiday, or even the full year! The longest I managed was 179 days, but then I skipped a day and had to start all over again.


The reason why this works so well is that under such a difficult constraint, you are forced to be creative with your word choices. Sometimes you don’t have 9 lines of 9 syllables to talk about, while on other days you’ll struggle to fit your experiences into 2 lines of 2 syllables. Every so often, you will come across a 0, which means that you cannot write a single word. Hooray! Day off!


EXAMPLE


Monday 1st January (3)


I went to


the park with


Mum, Dog, Dad.


Tuesday 2nd January (1)


Rain.


Wednesday 3rd January (4)


Broke my Xbox.


Now I have to


save up money


for a new one.


TIPS


• On the last page of your notebook, write down at least the first thirty digits of pi. Cross them off as you pass each day, so you don’t have to look up each day’s number.


• Plan out each line before you write it. It’s rough when you get halfway and then realise your syllables won’t fit.


• If you miss a day, it doesn’t matter! This game is all about writing every day. Keep going, or start again at 3. See if this time you can get even further along the string of numbers.




TWO-PLAYER



8. Saved/Doomed/Saved/Doomed









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

2




	

Medium




	

30 mins
















TAGS:


CREATIVE,
ARTY,


SILLY











IN SHORT: Competitive doodling game (no skills required!).


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• Pencil and paper (or mini whiteboard and pens).


HOW TO PLAY


Here’s a duel that takes place on a very different battlefield. Together, you’re going to take it in turns to add little details to a drawing, with one person trying to create a happy ending and one trying to make it gory.


Player 1’s first move should always be the subject – the main character – of the drawing, so stick them right in the middle of the page. Maybe they’re riding a bike or driving a car, sitting on a comfy sofa or asleep in bed. As you draw, tell Player 2 what’s going on.


Once Player 1 is finished, Player 2 is going to find a way to ‘doom’ the character. Maybe there’s an anvil falling from the sky towards their head, or a tiger escaping its keeper just around the corner.


The most important rule at this point is that you must not simply draw the character dying. It’s all about what’s just about to happen in a few short seconds. You could show that the bike is about to go over a cliff, or that the bed is hanging from some wires over a fire pit, but you may not draw blood bursting from the character’s head.


So while the little chap on the page may look doomed, there’s still a chance that something might save him.


. . . And it will! Player 1 now has a chance to do just that. If the tiger was approaching, perhaps its lead is now tied to a nearby lamppost. If there was an anvil falling from the sky, perhaps Player 1 adds some helium balloons, so now it’s travelling upwards. As long as neither player rubs something out or destroys part of the drawing, anything goes.


Now it’s Player 2’s turn again. He can either work out a way to release the tiger (the lamppost is coming out of the ground! There are darts about to pop the balloon!) or think of a new threat.


The game continues until the page is full, or until one of the two players runs out of ideas.


TIPS


• Even with competitive games like this, don’t focus so hard on trying to win that you make the game not enjoyable. Make your threats silly, cartoonish and easily changeable. Leave space between items on the page so that the other player can fit new things in. This game is very easy to win, if you really want to. But then it’s over! Give it time and, together, make a work of art.


• As you draw, give a running narrative of what’s going on. This is as much a storytelling game as it is a drawing one. And I should know – I’m terrible at drawing and I still love to play this.





9. Tic-Tac-Ten









	

PLAYERS




	

DIFFICULTY




	

TIME









	

2




	

Hard




	

20 mins per round
















TAGS:


TACTICAL,
COMPETITIVE,


ON PAPER











IN SHORT: Noughts and Crosses with a headache.


I go on about bad games a lot, mainly to point out that if they can be mathematically solved, the ‘game’ element evaporates. Noughts and Crosses is an excellent example. It’s fun until you work out that with a particular strategy you can never lose, and then it’s over. (If you don’t know that strategy, then lucky you! Enjoy it while it lasts.)


Consider this game an entire LEVEL-UP section on its own. It’s Noughts and Crosses squared. It’s Noughts and Crosses: The Musical. You play multiple games of Noughts and Crosses inside a big game of Noughts and Crosses, and if you don’t hear the theme tune to Inception right now, you should take that cotton wool out of your ears.


WHAT YOU’LL NEED


• Paper and pencil.


HOW TO PLAY


Draw a big Noughts and Crosses grid on a piece of paper (and I mean big), and then in each of the nine spaces, draw a smaller Noughts and Crosses grid. Once your paper looks like this, then you’re ready to play:


[image: Image Missing]


Just in case you aren’t familiar, the aim of Noughts and Crosses is to get a line of three of your symbol (either X or O) either horizontally, vertically or diagonally in a 3 x 3 grid. The winner of this game is the person to get a line of three symbols on the enormous maxi-grid (as we’ll call it). 


To begin, Player 1 adds an X in any square of any mini-grid. By doing this, she sends Player 2 to one of the nine mini-grids for her turn. So, in the example on the next page, Player 1 draws an X in the top-right space of the bottom-left mini grid. Player 2 therefore has to add a symbol to the top-right mini-grid. He adds an O to the middle space, so Player 1 will have to place her X somewhere in the middle mini-grid.


[image: Image Missing]


Essentially, where you place a symbol decides where you send your opponent, so that they can decide where to send you, and so on.


Play continues until one player completes a grid. When they manage this, they can mark their symbol over the top of the completed grid, to make the first move on the maxi-grid. 


[image: Image Missing]


After going round the houses, Player 1 has won the first mini-grid, and places a large X in the centre square of the maxi-grid.


From now on, if a player gets sent to a completed grid, they may choose any space in any mini-grid to place their symbol. The winner is the player to complete a row in the maxi-grid.


A line of three that goes across two different mini-grids is nothing. Consider each mini-grid its own pocket universe. No crossovers!


Many Noughts and Crosses games end in a draw. While this is less common in this game, you will still draw on some of the mini grids. If this happens, nobody marks their symbol on the maxi-grid and this is now to be considered as a ‘dead’ space. It will make some lines on the maxi-grid impossible, but that’s the game.
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