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‘I’M DANCING WITH A GROUP OF AWESOME MEN!’  
MAN UP PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES SUFFOCATING STIGMA OF 
MASCULINITY  
 
The dancefloor heaves as The Temptations rings around a workingmen’s club in Stoke-on-Trent. But 
this isn’t the 1970s. It’s right now. 2018. The dancers aren’t northern soul fanatics. They are men, 
from all backgrounds, all walks of life, indulging in a dance workshop, challenging the stigma of 
masculinity placed before them by society. A society that all too often looks at a man and tells him 
simply to ‘Man Up’.  
 
In four weeks’ time, these men will join together in a remarkable spectacle of their own making. 
Man Up, the brainchild of public performance group Restoke, will see them take to the stage in a 
seamless mixture of drama, music, dance and poetry to reveal how masculinity impacts long-term 
wellbeing and mental health. They are the Up Men.  
 
“I come across as an Alpha male – very loud and confident. I used to have a real penchant for 
violence. I used to care about being the hardest man. My surname made me a target. From a young 
age I had to stick up for myself. I became an aggressor and that dominated my life. Privately, though, 
I was playing the poet’s role. It had to be private - when you’re a creative lad from a working-class 
background you can become an outcast. It’s hard to be the one who’s different.  
 
When I first started performing poetry I felt ashamed. It was classic working-class guilt. It was so far 
removed from the other me. I was the kind of man who didn’t want to cry in front of someone, 
whereas now I wouldn’t think so much about it. It’s easier to carry on being the hard man. In the 
end, I just made myself disappear. I came off social media and left people’s lives. I deleted my old 
life and started a new one. I had to.  
 
If I’d dropped the macho stuff in my teens, who knows where I’d be at? There are so many archaic 
versions of what masculinity is. I think we’re getting somewhere. I hear the conversation happening 
now. Restoke understand. They understood me and allowed me freedom.” 
 
Jamie Thrasivoulou, age 34 
 
It is ten months since Restoke launched this ground-breaking project. They wanted the voices of 
men in Stoke-on-Trent be heard; their experiences, their views, their stories of mental health, and 
the pressures of living a man’s life in an overtly masculine world.  
 
Restoke wanted to discard the shackles of preconception and get under the skin of the stigma about 
masculinity. Why is it that societal attitudes continue to produce generations of men with 
suppressed emotions, struggling mentally to live in a world where they are told again and again 
simply to get on with it - to ‘Man Up’? 
 
“I worked in TV, had 42 members of staff, three production studios, two photo studios, a role to 
perform. If you felt shit, there was no outlet for it. There had never been any mental health 



 
discussion in my workplace. I had never raised it. No-one was ever going to listen. There’s a stigma. 
It’s difficult as a man to open up. I became stressed to a point that was ridiculous. I would wake up 
in the night, sweating. My relationships were screwed. I trained to be an ironman to escape from my 
shit. In the end, I had to stop. I had to quit everything.  
 
I turned up for the first Restoke workshop and there were 30 blokes – no Alpha dudes, no scrotum-
rattling, no cock-wobbling, just 30 blokes all there for the same thing. Restoke did a lot of things that 
man in man mode doesn’t do – bonding exercises, movement, writing, poetry.  
 
To now see these men doing choreographed dance routines, having built friendships and bonds, and 
feeling like they have created something really important is amazing. 
 
This group of blokes who never knew each other from Adam have come together to pull this off. It’s 
bold and it’s brave. There are shades of the Full Monty – and I like that.  
I can see these men sticking together, friendships being made. Thirty blokes walked out their front 
door that opening night – and this is the result.”  
 
Rob Mitchell-James, aged 48 
 
Initially, Restoke did nothing more than invite men to get in touch. They were moved and delighted 
by the result. As audiences will be when the men reveal their self-hewn performance in August.  
Together, this unobvious group have evolved, not just as performers, but as people, as a support 
network. They took a step into the unknown and instead of sinking they soared.  
 
“When I first joined Man Up, I’m not going to lie, I was nervous. I needn’t have been - I’ve made 
friends for life. Knowing we are all men who have been through darker times has developed a 
support network.  
 
Now I’m going to be dancing with a group of awesome men. On that stage, people will see a 
different me – but the true me. I feel more confident and am very proud and honoured to be part of 
this company.  
 
A year ago I lost a good friend who took their own life. Mental health can be a really tricky thing to 
talk about. I have learnt over time that sharing is the best way. Taking about mental health is the 
biggest thing a man can do. I found it hard, but it was the best thing I did. To be myself is huge to 
me.” 
 
Courtney Konteh – aged 26  
 
“There’s a lot of discussion at the moment around the links between masculinity and depression,” 
reflects Restoke co-director Clare Reynolds. “Suicide is the biggest killer of men under 45 in the UK. 
Why is it that men are more likely to suffer in silence?” 
 
The unseen shackles of masculinity could be an explanation for an issue experienced by Restoke 
when staging performances delicately whittled from public experience and participation. 
 
“Having created performances with members of the community in Stoke-on-Trent over the last ten 
years we’ve noticed that women are more likely to get involved than men,” notes Clare. 
 



 
“We always work in dance, which notoriously puts men off. Through Man Up we wanted to break 
down these barriers. It has been hugely successful so far, mostly due to a fantastic team of artists 
who make the art forms we’re working with truly accessible. 
 
“Man Up is about questioning, exploring and working together to find a way, rather than us 
approaching the subject with any preconceived ideas. Only the men involved know the realities of 
their situation – realities they have shared as a group. 
 
“It's like the performance itself. Even now we don't know exactly what it will be - and that is OK. This 
open approach has been liberating for some of the participants and created a safe environment in 
which they can explore the unknown, communally shaping the final piece.” 
 
“Sharing stories is a big part of what we do,” adds co-director Paul Rogerson, “and we know that 
Man Up will challenge stereotypes, allow time for understanding, and open up more space for 
conversations around mental-health.” 
 
Goldenhill Workingmen’s Club is the venue for four performances like no others. Real life stories, 
furious dancing, impassioned words, a bit of black humour, and a bag of nuts from the bar.  
 
Ground-breaking performance from ground-breaking men. Not broken men. These are people who 
faced the barriers of masculinity and overcame them. They will reveal how in the most spectacular 
of ways.  
 
* Man Up will be staged at Goldenhill Workingmen’s Club, Kidsgrove Road, Stoke-on-Trent, ST6 5SH 
from August 21-24. Doors open 7.30pm.  
Tickets: £12.50 and £10. Age guide: 16+ 
 
Tickets: www.restoke.org.uk/man-up/  
 
 
 
NOTES TO EDITORS:  
 
RESTOKE - Restoke is a Community Interest Company and not-for-profit arts organisation, based in 
Stoke-on-Trent, involving people from all walks of life in artistic adventures and creating unmissable 
performances in surprising locations across the city. 
 
Previous projects include You Are Here, created by 15 different people from different countries who 
had moved, or been moved to, Stoke-on-Trent, staged in the Wedgwood Institute; Voyagers, asking 
people aged 50-plus ‘what would you say to your younger self?’ staged in a Victorian swimming 
baths; and Palace, the stories of homeless people in the city set against the imposing backdrop of 
the Bethesda Chapel.  
 
www.restoke.org.uk  
 
Man Up is funded by Arts Council England & Stoke-on-Trent City Council 
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INTERVIEWS/IMAGES 
Ourselves at Restoke and many of the Man Up performers would be delighted to talk to you. For 
interviews with Restoke and performers, please contact info@restoke.org.uk 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


