
STRING GAMES  
 
Maybe you already know how to do Cat's Cradle and a few other string figures?  If not, 
then you can learn to make some string figures now.  If you can already do some, then 

why not learn a few more and teach your friends how to do them? 
 
Did you know that in some parts of the world kids know how to make dozens and dozens 
of amazing string figures? Making string figures is a pastime that kids and adults 
throughout the world have enjoyed for thousands of years.  
 
String figures are really fun to make! Long before TV, or even books, people were using 
string figures to illustrate the stories they told around the campfire.  

 
Video clips have been added for most figures.  If you have difficulty following a 
description of how to make a string figure, look at the end of the description and click on 
Slow dial-up, Dial-up, or Broadband.  To view the clips you will need Window's Media 
Player. For best viewing enlarge the view.  If you want to view better quality clips, Right 
Click on the Dial-up or Broadband link (even if you don't have DSL or other high speed 
connection) and select "Save as" to download the clip to your computer for fast, high 
quality viewing anytime you want.  Be sure to go to the main menu and look on other 
pages for more video clips.  
 
The following figures give some idea of the great variety of string figures you can learn 
to do.  First, you will need to learn Position 1 and Opening A, as these are commonly 
used to begin figures. 
 

Position 1  
 
Pick up one short section of the string loop on both 
thumbs without twisting it. Extend hands apart. The 
string now goes from one thumb to the next without 
any twists in it. The string closest to you is called the 
near thumb string, and the farthest one is called the 
far thumb string.  
 
Now, using your little fingers, pick up 
the far thumb string on the fingernail 
side of the little fingers. (If told to grab a 
string, you would curl your finger around 
it and either hold it with the fingerprint 
side or, if instructed to, twist it 180 
degrees towards or away from you as 
directed to take the string up on the 
finger or thumb.) Now just spread your 
hands and fingers apart to tighten the 
string and you have Position 1. View 
video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband 
 

 
Opening A 
 

 
Do Position 1.  Use your right forefinger to move left and pick up the 
left palm string on the back of the forefinger. 

http://www.alysion.org/figures/catcradle.htm
http://www.microsoft.com/windows/windowsmedia/download/default.asp
http://www.microsoft.com/windows/windowsmedia/download/default.asp
http://www.alysion.org/figures/main.htm
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/Position1.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/Position1.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/Position1.wmv


Tighten the strings. 
The left forefinger 
then moves right, 
goes through the 
right forefinger 
noose, and picks 

up the right palm string.  Unless 
told otherwise, tighten the strings 
after each step with palms facing 
each other, and fingers pointing up 
and spread apart.  View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband 
 

(Opening B is the same except you start with the left forefinger picking up the right palm 
string.) 
 
Here's what the strings in Opening A are called.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
A Hand Catch 
 
Do Opening A.  Hold your hands 

out towards someone.  Have them 
put one hand through the centre of 
the figure.  Now release the strings 
on both little fingers and 
forefingers, but keep the strings on 
the thumbs. You have now caught 
the other kid's hand. 

Do Opening A again with the far 

string still around the other kid's 

wrist.  Tell them to put their hand 

back up, from below, into the centre 

of the figure.  Let go of the strings on 

your little fingers and forefingers 

again, and pull your thumbs apart.  

The string will go right through their 

http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/OpeningA.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/OpeningA.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/OpeningA.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/openings.htm#openingb


arm!  View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband  
 
 
Cup & Saucer (Europe) 
 

 
Do Opening A.  Move 
both your thumbs over 
the near forefinger 
strings and pick up both 
far forefinger strings (pulling the hands apart to make the strings 
tight is something you should do after each step unless told not to). 

 
Now remove the lower of the two strings, the original thumb 
nooses, from both thumbs.  You can remove each bottom string with 
the opposite hand, or you can use your middle fingers to remove the 
bottom near thumb string up and over the thumbs (at the same time) 
while leaving the upper string nooses in place (or use your mouth to 
remove the bottom near thumb string from the thumbs).  Release 

both little fingers and extend thumbs up.  View 27 second video: Slow dial-up, Dial-
up, Broadband.  View 2:36 minute video with audio: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband 

 
Several other very simple figures can be made from Cup and Saucer.  Stretched out by 
bringing thumbs and forefingers closer together, the Cup can pass for A Boat on water.  
The Witch's Hat is made by taking the middle of the near thumb string (the top of the 
cup) in your mouth and pulling it out, without releasing the thumbs, until a large triangle 
is formed. The small forefinger nooses are the brims of the hat.  The 
Eiffel Tower is made in the same way, but thumbs are removed so the 

forefinger nooses are larger and 
resemble the base of the Eiffel Tower.  
View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, 
Broadband 

 
From the Cup, thumbs can also be rotated away from you, down, and in 
front of the forefinger nooses so the thumbs are pointing down with 
palms out to create The Outrigger Canoe. 

  
The Star (Alaska) 
 
Do Cup and Saucer using a short string loop 

or a regular size loop that has been doubled. 
(2)  Hold your hands with fingers pointing up.  
Look at the centre of the figure where the 
bottom of the cup sits on the saucer.  This part 
is made up of three strings.  Two are crossed 
and go to the near side of the forefingers; the 
other is on top and loops around the far 
forefinger/far thumb strings.  Use your little 

fingers to pick up this top straight string as 

shown.  Now release the strings on your 
thumbs. (3)  With your thumbs move over 
the forefinger nooses and pick up the near 

little finger strings.  Now release just the 
string noose on your right little finger. If 

http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/HandCatch.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/HandCatch.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/HandCatch.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/CupSaucer.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/CupSaucer.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/CupSaucer.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/CupSaucer.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/CupAndSaucer.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/CupAndSaucer.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/CupAndSaucer.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/WitchHat.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/WitchHat.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/WitchHat.wmv


the star doesn't look right, try using a shorter string. 
 
This figure was collected by David Titus (March, 2001) while visiting with Yupik children 
from the village of Akiuk, Alaska.  This figure appears to be a new invention.  Most of the 
children in the village knew it (and many others).  Even some of the Kindergarten kids 
could make much harder figures than The Star.  View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, 
Broadband 
  
 
Fishing Spear (South Pacific) 
 
Do Position 1, then use the right 

forefinger to pick up the left palm 
string, but do not pull on this string 
yet.  As your right hand returns to it 
starting position, the forefinger moves 
away from your body twisting the right forefinger noose 360 
degrees. (2)  The left forefinger then moves right, through the 
right forefinger noose, and picks up the right palm string just 

like in Opening A. (3) Release the right thumb and right little 
finger nooses at the same time.  This figure is also called The 
Witch's Broom, or Turkey's Foot. 
View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband 

  

  
A Moth (Zulu) 
 
Do Opening A using a short #5 or #6 
string. Release thumb strings. (2) 
Thumbs then move over the 
forefinger strings and pick up the near 
little finger strings. Release the 

strings on the little fingers. (3) Thumbs next pick 

up the near forefinger strings. Now remove 
(navaho) the lower thumb strings (which is 
easiest to do using the middle fingers to lift 
them off and over the thumbs while leaving the 
upper thumb strings in place). (4) Forefingers 
move down and grab the top string that goes 
around the middle of the thumb/forefinger 

noose, then, moving away from you, extend the forefingers up and palms out.  
View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband  
 
 
Man Climbing a Tree (Australia) 
 
Do Opening A.  Little fingers then move over all strings and pick up 

the near thumb strings on the tips of the little fingers to keep it 
separate from the original string.  (2) Grab and hold tight the palm 
strings with the forefingers, then remove the bottom little fingers 
noose (holding the top string with your middle fingers while letting 
the lower string slip off).  (3) Release the thumb nooses while 
letting the bottom forefinger noose slip over the forefinger.  (4) 
Depress the far little finger string using your foot, a book, etc.  (5) 
Extend hands upward while letting the forefingers alternately slip 

http://www.storyteller-wordsmith.com/
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/Star.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/Star.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/Star.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/FishingSpear.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/FishingSpear.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/FishingSpear.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/Moth.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/Moth.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/Moth.wmv


to see the man climbing a tree.  View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband 

  
 
Framework for a Hut (Africa) 

 
Take up Position 1 on the left hand only.  With the right hand, 
move left and through the hanging string noose, then reach 
around to the back of the left hand.  With your right thumb 
and forefinger grasp the string going across the back of the 
left thumb.  (2) Now pull this string down and through the 
hanging string noose just far enough to transfer it to the left 
forefinger without twisting it.  (3) With your right thumb and 
forefinger hold tight to the left palm string near the left little 

finger and transfer it to the left thumb.  (4) 
Again, using your right thumb and forefinger, 
move over top of the left hand, reach around 
to the back of the left hand and grab the 
string going around the back of the left hand.  
Pull this string out and over the left hand to 

remove it, and then slowly extend your right 
hand up while letting the strings on the left 
hand slip to raise the framework for a hut (or 
teepee?) 
View video: Slow dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband 

 
You can turn this figure upside down so that the left hand becomes The Parachute with 
its cords holding up the parachutist. 
  
 
Batoka Gorge (Africa on Zambesi River) 
 
Drape the string loop over your right wrist keeping the two strings separated without 
any twists.  (2) The left hand then moves to the right and through the two hanging 

string nooses.  Extend hands apart.  There 
should be two crossed strings, and a near and 
far wrist string.  (3) The little fingers pick up 
first the far then the near crossed strings.  (4) 
Now flip the near wrist string that goes 
straight across up and over the hands.  The 
near little finger strings run diagonally down to 
the far wrist string.  (5) Pick up these near 

little finger strings on the thumbs, and then 
remove the wrist nooses.  View video: Slow 
dial-up, Dial-up, Broadband 
 
This is a nice African figure, but for most of us who have never been to Batoka Gorge on 
the Zambesi River below Victoria Falls, it doesn't quite look like a gorge. The figure is 
said to look like the river as it zigzags back and forth through Batoka Gorge below the 
falls. If you want to invent new names for figures, that's okay. 
  
 
The Wink (Pacific) 
 
Pick up the string loop with your right forefinger and 
middle finger only, with palms down and the string hanging 

down.  (2) With your left thumb and forefinger take hold of 
the right far middle finger string just below the middle 

http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/ManClimbingTree.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/ManClimbingTree.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/ManClimbingTree.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/FrameworkHut.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/FrameworkHut.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/FrameworkHut.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/BatokaGorge.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/slow/BatokaGorge.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/dial/BatokaGorge.wmv
http://www.alysion.org/figures/fast/BatokaGorge.wmv


finger and twist it around the middle of the right forefinger/middle finger one time, then 
transfer it to the right thumb.  (3) Now pick up the top forefinger/middle finger string 
with your right thumb, and remove the original string that was on the right thumb.  (4) 
With your left thumb and forefinger grab from below the string that hangs down from 
the right forefinger over the right palm and transfer it to the right thumb.  Now grasp 
the two hanging strings with your left hand and pull to make the eye wink. 
 
Acknowledgement:  http://www.alysion.ord/figures/introkids.htm 
 
 

ALTERNATE ACTIVITITIES 
 

Patchwork Quilt 
 
Square pieces of calico 
Wax crayons or fabric paint 
Iron 
 
Have the Cubs decorate squares of calico (or equivalent) with the wax crayons or fabric 
paint.  If using wax crayons, iron the decorated square to set the wax.  Ask a gran or 
mom to sew the squares together to make a quilt or throw.  As part of Mandela Day, you 
can give your quilts/throws to a worthy cause.  Use this idea (patchwork) from 
“yesterday” to make something “today” to help someone “tomorrow”. 
 

Knitted Squares 
 
Why not teach your Cubs to knit (even the boys).  The squares can then be sewn 
together and given to a worthy cause. 


