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INTRODUCTION TO
BARREL OF
MONKEYS

Few games evoke the
s a m e  b l e n d  o f
nostalgia  and  pure,
simple fun as Barrel of
Monkeys.  This  classic
game, which has been
entertaining  families
s i n c e  t h e  1 9 6 0 s ,
challenges  players  to
dexterity,  patience,
and a steady hand—all
while dangling a chain
of  co lor fu l  p last ic
monkeys. Whether you
are  rediscovering  it
from your childhood or
introducing it to a new
g e n e r a t i o n ,

understanding how to
p l a y  B a r r e l  o f
Monkeys  is  the  first
step  toward  hours  of
laughter.  The  game’s
c h a r m  l i e s  n o t  i n
complex  rules  but  in
the  delightful  difficulty
o f  p i ck ing  up  one
monkey  after  another
without  dropping  the
chain. In this guide, we
will walk through every
aspect  of  the  game:
from  setup  and  basic
ru les  to  advanced
strategies,  variations,
and  even  t i p s  f o r
making the game more
challenging.  By  the
end, you will be ready
to master the art of the
monkey  chain  and
impress  your  friends
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and  family  with  your
Barrel  of  Monkeys
strategies.
T h e  g a m e  i s
deceptively  simple:  a
b a r r e l - s h a p e d
conta iner  ho lds  a
collection  of  plastic
monkeys,  each  with
arms  that  hook  onto
the  a rms  o f  o ther
m o n k e y s .  T h e
objective is to pick up
one monkey by its arm
and then use it to hook
onto  as  many  other
monkeys  as  possible,
c r e a t i n g  a  c h a i n
without  letting  any  of
the  already-connected
monkeys drop. Sounds
easy? The monkeys are
small,  the  hooks  are
tricky,  and  gravity  is
unforgiving. For many,
learning  how to  win
at Barrel of Monkeys
c o m e s  d o w n  t o
p r a c t i c e ,
understanding  the
physics  of  the  plastic
hooks,  and developing

a  c a l m ,  s t e a d y
technique.  This  article
will cover everything a
beginner  or  even  a
seasoned player needs
to  know.  If  you  have
ever struggled to build
a chain of more than a
few  monkeys,  th is
guide  is  for  you.

WHAT YOU NEED
TO PLAY BARREL
OF MONKEYS

Before  diving  into  the
gameplay,  ensure  you
h a v e  t h e  c o r r e c t
equipment.  While  the
original  version  has
remained  la rge ly
u n c h a n g e d  f o r
decades,  there  are  a
few  key  components.
Knowing these will help
you  set  up  properly
and  understand  the
barrel  of  monkeys
game  rules.

The Barrel: A
plastic barrel,
often orange or
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yellow, that
serves as both
storage and the
game’s central
piece. The barrel
has a lid that you
remove to access
the monkeys.
The Monkeys:
Typically 24 to
36 plastic
monkeys in
different colors
(often red,
yellow, blue,
green, and
purple). Each
monkey has a
specific shape: a
body with two
curved arms that
form a hook-like
opening. The
arms are
designed to
interlock with
another
monkey’s arms.
Playing
Surface: A flat,
non-slippery
table or floor. A

rug can make it
harder to pick up
monkeys, so a
smooth surface
is recommended.
Players: The
game can be
played solo or
with up to 4 or
more players
(depending on
how many
monkeys you
have). For
competitive play,
each player
usually gets an
equal number of
monkeys or
takes turns
picking from a
shared pile.

OBJECTIVE OF THE
GAME

The main goal in how
to  play  Barrel  of
Monkeys  is  simple:
using  one  monkey  as
your “hook,” pick up as
many  other  monkeys
as  possible  by  linking
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their  arms  together,
forming  a  chain.  The
player who collects the
most  monkeys  (or
creates  the  longest
single  chain)  wins.
However,  there  are
variations  where  you
race against time or try
to  complete  specific
chain  lengths.  The
official  rules  state  that
a player must hold the
first  monkey  with  one
hand, pick up a second
monkey by hooking its
arm onto the first, then
continue  picking  up
additional  monkeys
without using the other
hand  or  allowing  any
a l r e a d y - h o o k e d
monkey  to  touch  the
table or the barrel. If a
monkey falls, your turn
ends,  and  you  score
only the monkeys that
remain hooked to your
first monkey.
Understanding  the
objectives  in  Barrel
of Monkeys helps you

focus  your  gameplay.
In a typical multiplayer
game,  each  player
alternates  turns,  and
the  game  continues
until all monkeys have
been  attempted.  The
player  with  the  most
monkeys  in  their  final
chain wins. Solo play is
c o m m o n  f o r
practice—just  try  to
beat  your  previous
longest  chain.

BASIC RULES:
STEP BY STEP

To  master  how  to
p l a y  B a r r e l  o f
Monkeys, you need to
i n t e r n a l i z e  t h e
fundamental  rules.
These  are  consistent
across most versions of
the game.

Setup: Dump all1.
monkeys out of
the barrel onto
the playing
surface. Spread
them out



How To Play Barrel Of Monkeys 5

5

randomly,
ensuring they
are not
intertwined.
Players sit
around the
monkeys.
Choosing the2.
First Monkey:
The first player
selects one
monkey from the
pile. This monkey
will be the
“anchor” that
you hold in your
hand. It is
important to pick
a monkey that is
easy to
hold—check that
its arm hooks are
not bent or
locked onto
another monkey.
Picking Up the3.
Second
Monkey: Hold
the anchor
monkey by its
torso or head
(not by its arms,

because you
need to use its
arms to hook).
Use the arm of
the anchor
monkey to hook
onto the arm of
another monkey
lying on the
table. Gently lift.
You now have a
chain of two
monkeys.
Building the4.
Chain: With the
chain still
dangling from
your hand, use
the free arm of
the most
recently added
monkey (the one
farthest from
your hand) to
hook onto
another monkey.
Continue this
process, always
hooking the
lowest hanging
monkey to a new
one. You may not
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touch the
monkeys on the
table with your
other hand, and
you cannot help
the chain with
your free hand.
Turn End: Your5.
turn ends in one
of two ways: (a)
you successfully
hook all
remaining
monkeys, or (b) a
monkey falls off
the chain and
hits the table. If
even one
monkey drops,
your turn is over.
You count the
monkeys that
remain securely
linked to your
anchor monkey
(including the
anchor). That is
your score for
that turn.
In Multiplayer:6.
Players take
turns. After each

turn, all used
monkeys (those
in the player’s
chain) are
removed from
the table. The
next player picks
up a new anchor
monkey from the
remaining pile
and repeats. The
game ends when
no monkeys are
left on the table.
The player with
the highest total
score (or longest
single chain)
wins.

Common
Rule
Clarificati
ons

Hooking only
by arms:
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Monkeys must
connect arm-to-
arm. Body-to-
body or leg-to-
arm connections
are not allowed.
No swinging or
shaking: You
cannot
deliberately
swing the chain
to hook monkeys
faster. The game
requires a steady
hand.
Table touch: If
any part of a
monkey in the
chain touches
the table (even
slightly) during
your turn, you
must stop and
count only the
monkeys still
fully suspended.
Two-handed
play: For
younger children
or a house rule
variation, players
may use both

hands to pick up
monkeys, but in
official play, only
one hand holds
the anchor
monkey.

Once  you  have  the
basic  rules  down,  you
can  start  practicing.
Many  people  find  that
the  hardest  part  of
Barrel  of  Monkeys
gameplay is the initial
hook:  getting  that  first
connection  without
dropping the anchor. A
common tip is to hold
the  anchor  monkey
w i t h  t h e  a r m  y o u
intend to use pointing
outward,  and  to  pick
up  a  monkey  that  is
lying  flat  on  the  table,
n o t  t a n g l e d  w i t h
others.

STRATEGIC TIPS
FOR BUILDING
LONGER CHAINS

How to win at Barrel
of  Monkeys  often
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c o m e s  d o w n  t o
technique,  not  luck.
Experienced  players
use  subtle  strategies
t h a t  m a k e  a  b i g
difference.  Here  are
some  proven  tips  to
help you improve your
chain-building skills.

Choose the
right anchor
monkey: Look
for a monkey
that has a
straight,
unobstructed
arm hook. Avoid
monkeys whose
arms are bent
inward or appear
twisted. A good
anchor makes it
easier to hook
the second
monkey cleanly.
Select easy
target
monkeys: When
picking your
second monkey,
choose one that
is isolated and

not touching
other monkeys.
Monkeys that are
lying on their
side or upside
down can be
tricky—look for
one with its arm
raised slightly or
easy to reach.
Control your
breathing:
Building a chain
requires a steady
hand. Take a
deep breath and
exhale slowly as
you attempt
each hook.
Trembling from
excitement or
caffeine can ruin
your chain.
Hook at the
correct angle:
When you bring
the dangling
monkey’s arm to
the target
monkey’s arm,
aim slightly
above the target
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arm and then
slide down. This
motion helps the
hooks interlock
securely. If you
approach from
below, the hook
may slip off.
Keep the chain
vertical: As your
chain grows, it
will naturally
swing. Try to
keep the chain
as straight as
possible, with the
lowest monkey
directly below
the anchor.
Sideways tension
puts more stress
on the hooks and
increases the
chance of a drop.
Use your non-
dominant hand
to stabilize:
Wait—the rules
say you cannot
use your other
hand to touch
the monkeys.

However, you
may rest your
anchor hand’s
wrist or forearm
on the table for
support. This
simple
adjustment can
dramatically
reduce
shakiness.
Plan your path:
Before you start
hooking, look at
the arrangement
of monkeys on
the table.
Mentally plan a
route from one
monkey to the
next, preferring
monkeys that are
close together.
Moving the chain
across the table
to a distant
monkey
increases the risk
of dropping.

T h e s e  B a r r e l  o f
Monkeys  strategies
may  take  practice  to
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master.  Some  players
develop  a  personal
r h y t h m :  q u i c k ,
de l i be ra te  hooks
w i t h o u t  r u s h i n g .
Remember, it is better
t o  t a k e  a n  e x t r a
second  to  l ine  up  a
hook than to rush and
cause a chain break.

Common
Mistakes
to Avoid

Grabbing too
hard: Squeezing
the anchor
monkey too
tightly can make
your hand
tremble. Hold it
gently but firmly.
Ignoring
monkey
alignment:
Always check
that the hooks
are fully

engaged. A
partial hook
might hold for a
moment but will
fail when you lift
the next monkey.
Building a
chain that is
too long in one
direction: A
chain that curves
sideways is
unstable. Try to
keep adding
monkeys directly
below.
Using damaged
monkeys: Over
time, the plastic
hooks can
become bent or
cracked. Inspect
your monkeys
before
starting—replace
any that are
broken.

VARIATIONS AND
HOUSE RULES

Part of the fun of how
to  play  Barrel  of
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Monkeys  is  that  you
can  customize  the
rules  to  fit  your  group.
Many  fami l ies  and
game  groups  have
invented  their  own
variations.  Here  are  a
few popular ones.

Speed Round:
Each player has
30 seconds to
build the longest
chain they can.
The player with
the most
monkeys at the
buzzer wins.
Two-Handed
Grab: For very
young children,
allow them to
use both hands
to pick up
monkeys and
even help the
chain with their
free hand. This
eliminates
frustration while
still teaching
coordination.
Color

Challenge:
Instead of
counting total
monkeys, players
must build a
chain that
includes at least
one monkey of
every color. If
you miss a color,
you must start
over.
Team Play: Two
players form a
team. One player
holds the anchor
monkey while
the other uses
his or her hand
to guide the
dangling chain
onto target
monkeys. This is
a great
cooperative
variant that
builds
communication.
Blindfolded
Challenge: For
advanced
players, try
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building a chain
while blindfolded.
This requires an
even greater
sense of touch
and awareness.
No Anchor
Swap: Once you
pick your anchor
monkey, you
cannot change it.
This is the
standard rule,
but some house
rules allow
swapping the
anchor during
the turn if you
can do it without
dropping any
monkey.

These  variations  can
breathe  new  life  into
the game, especially if
you  have  played  the
standard version many
times.  They  also  help
accommodate  different
skill  levels,  making
Barrel of Monkeys a
versatile party game.
HOW TO PLAY
SOLO: PRACTICE
MAKES PERFECT

Many enthusiasts enjoy
p lay ing  Ba r re l  o f
M o n k e y s  b y
themselves to improve
their  skills  or  simply
relax.  How  to  play
Barrel  of  Monkeys
solo is straightforward:


