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CHARACTER 
BREAKDOWN
KID   
An inquisitive young girl from the nearby town who wants to find out about who The Lorax is, and where he has gone.

THE LORAX   
A creature that protects the trees and the wildlife in the valley. He looks like a beaver and speaks for the trees who 
don’t have a voice. 

THE ONCE-LER  
An inventor and entrepreneur who wants to make his fortune. He is easily influenced by his family and the other 
people in the town who want him to keep building his business bigger and bigger. He only realises his mistakes when 
he has time to reflect on his life as an old man. 

ONCE-LER’S FAMILY   
They work in a mill making clothes and material. They are poor and are always looking for ways to make more  money. 
They are proud of making their own way in the world, but only want to be around The Once-ler when he 
is successful.

SAMELORE BEWS   
A TV reporter who works for the news. She covers the story of The Lorax’s protest and the pollution in the valley. 

THE ANIMALS WHO LIVE IN PARADISE VALLEY 
Swomme swans, babaloot bears, humming fish.
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ACT BREAKDOWN
WITH SPOILERS

ACT ONE   
On a grey street at the end of town, there is a house where The Once-ler lives. Nearby there’s a broken statue  
of The Lorax with the word ‘unless’ engraved into it. A kid wants to find out more about The Lorax. After being paid, 
The Once-ler who is now very old tells her a story, starting with his own childhood… 

His family used to run a mill, but The Once-ler used to daydream about things he could invent instead. His family are 
poor and rent out The Once-ler’s room to Small Ed, so tell him to go and find his fortune elsewhere. While travelling, 
The Once-ler dreams that he’ll become rich as long as he has just one good idea. He arrives in Paradise Valley and 
is delighted by all the new things he sees there. He sets to work, but when he cuts down a truffula tree The Lorax 
appears. The Lorax speaks for the trees and is angry one has been cut down. The Once-ler explains it was to make 
a ‘thneed’, which The Lorax thinks is useless. He shows The Once-ler the beauty of the valley, and how he doesn’t 
need to create anything new, everything he needs to live is in abundance in the valley. 

The Lorax leaves on his summer break after planting a new truffula tree seed. The Once-ler begins to see how silly 
his thneed idea is, until a businessman buys one. He throws himself into creating a new thneed business, and invites 
his family to join him and set up a thneed knitting factory. They are all very excited about becoming rich. The Lorax 
returns to find half the forest has been chopped down and confronts The Once-ler, arguing that the wildlife needs 
the trees to live as well. They agree that only trees in the area called ‘Once-ler Nook’ will be cut down. 

Soon after, the factory runs out of trees. At first, The Once-ler says they must stop making thneeds, but his family 
and the people of the town pressure him into starting work again and cut down other trees in the valley. They say 
he also made a promise to them that they’d be rich, the Lawyers, McGee, McCann and VonGoo persuade The 
Once-ler that if he continues he’ll become a great man. As a compromise, The Once-ler creates a nature reserve. 
The Lorax hates the idea and is upset about the pollution which is killing the animals, he just wants the forest to 
return to how it was before. Instead of stopping, The Once-ler creates a super axe hacker which cuts down trees 
even faster.
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ACT TWO   
The Lorax sneaks inside The Once-ler factory. They start a protest to save the trees, a TV news crew and Inspectors 
turn up to report it. The Once-ler tries to impress Samelore the reporter with his machinery, but The Lorax exposes 
all the pollution the factory is creating and how it’s affecting the wildlife. The Once-ler starts to apologise to the 
viewers at home. Just as he agrees to shut the factory, he announces the new version of the thneed which makes it 
even more popular−Thneed 2.0. 

The Lorax sits alone on a stump and watches all the animals leave the area. The Once-ler treks up to visit him, to ask 
if they can still be friends. The Lorax says he’s leaving because the forest has gone. He leaves The Once-ler with 
one word that he doesn’t understand – ‘unless’. At that moment, the last truffula tree is cut down. 

The Once-ler’s family pack up their things and leave along with the rest of the town. The Once-ler is left on his own, 
the story ends. The kid who has been listening to the story says that it can’t be the end – she wants to know what 
‘unless’ means. The old Once-ler has been thinking about it for years, but doesn’t understand and can’t think of a 
way to bring the Lorax back when there’s no forest. The kid has an idea, they need to plant a new truffula tree. The 
Once-ler says it won’t work without a Lorax, but the kid persuades him to let her try. She plants the seed, waters 
it and waits, and finally it begins to grow. The Once-ler is thrilled, and the kid asks if The Lorax will come back now. 
They finally realise that a Lorax is just someone, anyone, who looks after trees. His last word meant that nothing will 
get better unless someone like the kid cares enough to protect them and keep planting.



The Old Vic  Dr. Seuss’s The Lorax teaching resources 5

THEMES

ENVIRONMENT 
The story considers nature as an ecosystem that can only work as a 
viable, functioning unit if everything works together. There is a clear  
clash between natural resources and man-made production. Although 
The Once-ler is creating a product and making money for his family,  
he also manages to destroy an entire forest, polluting the skies and 
water, and leaving the wildlife with no-where to live. He doesn’t seem 
to understand the damage he’s doing, despite The Lorax’s warnings,  
bad press and devastation all around him. 

CONSUMERISM 
The Once-ler is an inventor, but doesn’t seem to mind that he has 
created a thneed, a totally useless item. Despite this, he creates a huge 
business because he realises people want them – ‘you never can tell 
what some people will buy!’. Even when his business is being protested 
because of the damage it's doing to the environment, he brings out 
a new version of the thneed which is just as useless as the previous 
version, but they market it as ‘everything you could ever need’. 

GREED 
The Once-ler has big ambitions to become a rich man, and his family 
also seem to be hugely motivated by money. When he first arrives in 
Paradise Valley, The Lorax explains he doesn’t need to create a business 
as everything he needs to live is provided by nature. Even when The 
Lorax describes the damage his factory is doing to the environment, 
he just wants to keep ‘biggering and biggering’ it. At times it seems as 
though The Once-ler will change his mind, but he is influenced by the 
greed of his family and others in the town, particularly when they help him 
envisage how rich and powerful he could be – ‘just imagine a statue of 
you standing tall, with four words below it ‘the greatest of all’. 

RESPONSIBILITY 
The Once-ler acts irresponsibly by building a huge, thriving business 
at the expense of the forest and the creatures who depend on it. He 
realises much later the mistakes that he made but can’t work out how 
to rectify them, until the young kid takes the initiative and responsibility 
on herself to plant a new truffula tree and look after it. However, The 
Once-ler didn’t act alone when building his business. He was also 
part of a wider community who take even less responsibility for the 
environmental destruction, and who leave without ever accepting their 
own accountability for the situation. 

Conversation starter

Was it fair for The Once-ler to 
destroy natural habitats for his 
business? Could The Once-ler have 
kept his business going without 
cutting down every truffula tree? 

Conversation starter

Why do so many people buy 
thneeds when they have no use? 
Have you ever bought something 
you didn’t need?   

Conversation starter

Why is money and power so 
appealing to The Once-ler when 
he could have lived happily without 
either? Is The Once-ler greedy 
himself, or is he just influenced by 
the people around him?

Conversation starter

Can the destruction of a whole 
forest be solely the fault of one 
person? Can one person make 
a positive difference? 
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ENVIRONMENTAL
ACTIONS
Although it did not sell as well as many of his other books, The Lorax was Theodore Seuss Geisel’s personal 
favourite. He was pleased to have created a story about economic and environmental issues without it being dull.  
He once explained that it ‘came out of my being angry... in The Lorax I was out to attack what I think are evil things 
and let the chips fall where they might’. 

It is Geisel’s most thinly-veiled allegory, and is generally recognised as a fable about the danger that corporate greed 
poses to nature. The book was published at the start of the environmental movement in the 1970’s, just before the 
first anniversary of Earth Day. 

The subject matter of the story continues to be relevant today, with a simple but environmentally accurate 
viewpoint, demonstrating the conflict between natural resources and man made production. It also firmly places the 
responsibility of ensuring the future success of the environment with the reader – ‘UNLESS someone like you cares 
a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not’.

Geisel clearly feels that young people need to be taught about the environment and how to live in a sustainable way 
in order to preserve what we have. Young people need to learn about how to live without degrading the environment, 
so that future generations have a clean place to live. This is shown in The Lorax by The Once-ler educating the 
young child about the dangers of pollution and degradation of the environment, and by giving them the last truffula 
seed so that new ones can be grown. 

BELOW ARE A FEW IDEAS TO ENCOURAGE YOUR STUDENTS TO TAKE 
THEIR OWN STEPS TO LOOK AFTER THE ENVIRONMENT:

Start a class discussion about the environment. What do phrases like ‘climate change’ and ‘environmentally 
friendly’ mean to your students? Why is it important to take care of the earth? What is our commitment to future 
generations? 

Ask students to bring in articles and news clips about global warming. Why is this issue so important 
today and why is education about it so necessary? What can we do to help? 

Have students research Dr Jane Goodall, David Attenborough, John Muir, Rachel Carson, Georges-
Louis Leclerc and other naturalists. What can we learn from these individuals? Ask students to respond 
creatively to this research and write poems about the earth and environment. Encourage students to try their hand at 
haiku, acrostic poems, or shape poems. 

Brainstorm a list of simple earth-friendly actions that people can do every day, such as changing  
to energy-efficient lightbulbs, using public transport or car sharing, picking up litter, and thinking about whether 
you really need something before buying it. 

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. Have students recycle classroom rubbish or lunch items and sort them according to 
your council’s recycling guidelines. Keep a running count of how many items have been collected in each category. 
You may want to make it even more interesting by having classes compete to see who recycles the most material. 
Make creations from recyclable materials, such as bird feeders for the playground. 

Spread the word. Have each student share a tip for helping the environment with ten friends or family members 
in person, on the phone, or via email. Discuss how much impact can be made by sharing knowledge and using our 
voices and minds. 
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LANGUAGE &  
RHYME IN DR SEUSS
The books created by Theodore Geisel, writing as Dr Seuss, have been hugely popular since they first appeared 
in schools and bookshops. But what is the appeal and enduring success of these works? One clue is in the Life 
magazine article by John Hersey which first inspired Geisel to create The Cat in the Hat. Hersey plainly criticises the 
kinds of characters presented in books used in schools to teach children to read, also known as “primers”. 

“In the classroom boys and girls are confronted with books that have insipid illustrations depicting the slicked-up 
lives of other children... All feature abnormally courteous, unnaturally clean boys and girls... In bookstores anyone 
can buy brighter, livelier books featuring strange and wonderful animals and children who behave naturally, i.e., 
sometimes misbehave... Given incentive from school boards, publishers could do as well with primers”.

Dr Seuss stories bring a dose of anarchy to reading, and the children in Geisel’s books are free to follow their 
desires. They set off on adventures unaccompanied, driven by their curiosity, resourcefulness and luck. Geisel made 
a point of not beginning to write his stories with a moral in mind, stating that “kids can see a moral coming a mile 
off”. He was not against writing about issues, but when there are lessons to learn, the children in his books learn 
them on their own. Geisel respected the autonomy of his readers, understanding them to be innately competent, 
thoughtful creatures. 

RHYME & VERSE  
In the Life magazine article, Hersey goes on to detail many issues connected with student reading levels.  
In particular, he and other experts such as Rudolf Flesch criticized primers for teaching reading through word 
recognition rather than phonics. Writing in verse was an unusual approach at the time, but it allows the reader to use 
phonics and their intuition to work out unfamiliar words.

Phonics work is a method for teaching reading and writing by developing the ability to hear, identify, and manipulate 
phonemes – units of sound that make up words. For example, the difference in meaning between the words kill 
and kiss is a result of the exchange of the phoneme /l/ for the phoneme /s/. Because of the complexity of written 
English, more than a century of debate has occurred over whether phonics should or should not be used in teaching 
beginning reading. More recently, there has been a resurgence in teaching through phonics in the UK, and in 
November 2010, a government paper contained plans to train all primary school teachers in phonics. 

Studies have also shown that storybooks which use rhyme help children retain words which are new to them. This 
seems to be a combination of various factors, for example – the rhythm causes the reader to focus more on every 
word to ensure each line fits within the rhyming pattern; and the regularity of the rhythm encourages children to 
predict and anticipate words before they are even reached. Geisel wrote most of his books in the same pattern, 
called anapestic tetrameter. It is a poetic meter used by many poets of the English literary canon, and is also 
considered to be one of the reasons that his writing was so well received.

A good way of focussing on the rhythm of a verse is by walking it as you speak it. Stepping or skipping as you 
read aloud (by yourself or in a group) makes the rhythm physical and tangible, and will help anyone struggling 
to get the beat in the right place. This doesn’t just work with Seuss, try it with Shakespeare too!
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LANGUAGE AND LEXICON 
The Cat in the Hat was specifically designed to respond to a debate in the United States about literacy in early 
childhood, and the ineffectiveness of traditional primers. Three years after its debut, the book had already sold  
over a million copies, and in 2001 Publishers Weekly listed the book at number nine on its list of best-selling 
children’s books of all time. By using a reduced vocabulary, Geisel was able to focus learning on key words for 
children of different ages. The success of The Cat in the Hat which contained 236 words, was followed by Green 
Eggs and Ham which used only 50 words. Similarly to using regular rhyme and rhythm patterns, this focus on 
simplified language and repetition of key words enabled children to learn and read independently. 

While Geisel’s first Beginner Books introduce kids to reading by using a controlled vocabulary, his longer books 
such as The Lorax and If I Ran the Circus initiated children into the pleasures of language with an abundance of 
made-up words. “Seussian” expressions like “Collapsible Frinks” and “Gluppity-Glupp” are central to the narrative. 
These descriptions allow readers to revel in the absurdity and chaos of the invented worlds that Geisel’s characters 
inhabit. 

Many writers have tried to emulate the inventive language Geisel used, but his best imitators are children 
themselves, who learn to master the phonetic patterns of their mother tongue by babbling forth streams of plausible 
but nonexistent words. The verses lodge in his readers’ heads and, like all great poetry, enlarge their sense of what 
language – their language – can do.

The 50 words in Green Eggs and Ham are: a, am, and, anywhere, are, be, boat, box, car, could, dark, do, eat, 
eggs, fox, goat, good, green, ham, here, house, I, if, in, let, like, may, me, mouse, not, on, or, rain, Sam, say, see, 
so, thank, that, the, them, there, they, train, tree, try, will, with, would, you.
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INTERVIEW
WITH PUPPETRY DIRECTOR &
PUPPET CO DESIGNER FINN CALDWELL

How is puppetry used in The Lorax? 
When I first started talking to Max Webster [the director] 
about the project we were planning to do environmental 
stuff with puppetry like the trees, the birds, the fish and 
perhaps the bears. But there was a definite feeling that 
the Lorax would be a human. It was only through the 
research and development process that we began to 
think he should be a puppet. I think David Greig [the 
writer] and Max came round to the idea because the 
Lorax is such a strange creature and to have a human 
being behave in that extraordinary physical way would 
have been quite a big ask. 

In a way a puppet allows you to be more physically 
dynamic. You can do incredible things like float up in the 
air, do slow motion stuff, pop out of boxes. But as well as 
the visual effects, the puppet allows you to go incredibly 
fast from one emotional state to another, because you 
view it as a cartoon or an animation of some kind, you 
believe those rapid contrasting emotional states, which 
in an actor can feel jarring. Finally simply because the 
Lorax is quite small – less than half human height – he 
has a vulnerability which we hope people will respond to. 

What does your role in the show involve?
In developing the show my role, like all the different 
departments, is about bringing ideas or theatrical 
solutions to the problems that the book throws up. For 
example, how do you present a forest on stage, and then 
how does that forest get chopped down? We initially 
started discussing trees that could be moved by human 
beings, and Rob Howell [the designer] came up with 
these amazing trees that grow up out of the ground. So 
what we’ve ended up with is a combination of ideas from 
different departments. There are puppets like the birds 
which need to fly in the sky and make beautiful shapes, 
as well as interact with other puppets and humans on 
stage. I have to think about what the requirement of the 
puppet is in the show with my director’s hat on, and then 
with the designer’s hat on I’m thinking about how that 
might work technically. 

I worked on War Horse as Puppet Director which was 
exciting because a huge amount of what’s going on 
onstage is puppetry. There are some similarities on this 
show, and one major difference, the Lorax is a central 
character who delivers a large amount of text. If you’re 
working with an animal puppet the audience understands 
what the animal is thinking or feeling through its 
movements. It backs up; it’s frightened. It raises itself to 
its full height; it’s trying to be aggressive. It’s suddenly 

slow and soft - it’s tired or showing you that everything’s 
safe. So you’re experiencing its emotional state, its 
thoughts and the story through the movement of the 
puppet. The Lorax is like an animal, or perhaps a tree 
spirit, but crucially he speaks. So my role is to work with 
the three puppeteers; the incredible Simon Lipkin who 
is voicing the character and two amazing puppeteers 
Laura Cubitt and Ben Thompson who operate the body 
to integrate what the Lorax is communicating vocally 
alongside the character and narrative he conveys 
through physicality. That, and looking after beautiful birds 
and funny fish. 

What kind of puppet is the Lorax, and why did you 
decide to use that kind of puppetry? 
The Lorax is really a westernised version of bunraku 
puppetry, a Japanese art form which has been going for 
hundreds of years. It’s the kind of puppetry I am most 
interested in because I believe it offers the most detailed 
expression. We sometimes call it contact puppetry, 
simply meaning you are in contact with the thing you are 
operating. I spent a long time working with Handspring 
who create the horses in Warhorse, and they call 
themselves that because they think the life of the puppet 
springs from your hand. The closer you are to the object, 
the more sophisticated the manipulation. If you have a 
stick that’s a foot or a metre away, there’s either a delay 
or an imprecision with the way it’s operated. One of the 
best ways to get a puppet to be emotionally expressive, 
to really show thought, is to be fairly close to it. 

Obviously that also presents problems because you’ve 
got bodies on stage that you can see, but you might 
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How and why did you get into puppetry? 
I guess I came to discover and fall in love with puppetry 
quite late in my career. I originally trained as an actor 
and I was lucky enough after I graduated to sort of 
walk into a jobbing theatre-actor career. It was mainly 
classical texts that I did, and after about five years 
I realised that I was really missing the visual side of 
things. So, I started studying mask and puppetry and 
puppetry just seemed to click for me. I worked with 
several puppet companies and then I guess one of the 
big leaps forward was, of course, War Horse. I was in 
War Horse and then directed the puppetry for many 
years and that was sort of like an MA for me, like a 
doctorate. I discovered in depth what makes puppetry 
work and how audiences respond to it. I love the idea 
that the visual can carry the narrative and that visual  
can also tell you about character.

Did you design all the puppets?  
How many are there? 
Nick Barnes and I co-designed the puppets. Nick and 
I have worked on lots of projects and it was a really 
interesting process, I loved it.

In this production there’s The Lorax puppet and then 
the fish or birds are a mixture of found objects, as if 
they have been found in a desolate rubbishy landscape. 
We’re also experimenting with a miniature foley box in 
which things are sort of tiny versions of themselves and 
when filmed they look bigger on screen. So it’s all up 
for grabs. We’ll have to wait and see at the end of the 
rehearsal process how many puppets end up in the 
show!

t How long does it take to make the puppets, 
what materials do you use? 
When I’m working on a show with puppets we 
always have some level of research and development 
process, which is a two-stage process. First off, building 
prototypes of the puppets and then testing those 
prototypes with experienced performer-puppeteers. 
That initial prototype stage might take a couple of 
weeks and then building the puppets, depending on 
what they are, can take several months. In terms of 
materials — everything and anything really. It is always 
interesting trying new materials and trying to respond 
to the aesthetic of the show. The Lorax puppet is made 
internally of wood and metal with bungee joints and then 
he has got foam shapes and foam padding inside him. 
His face is sculpted clay and then cast and filled with a 
kind of hard foam. He’s got lots of different moving parts 
including the mechanism for the moustache, which is a 
complicated thing in his head.

How do you train people to operate the puppets? 
There’s two major things you need to think about when 
you’re asking people to operate puppets. First of all 
how to operate the puppet, like how you drive a car. 
That is quite technical and takes a long time and can 
be very physically demanding. Then there’s the other 
side which is — how do you make this thing specific, 
personal, have intention, have emotion? So with a 
naturalistic animal, like a tiger or a horse or a dog, you 
might research the type of animal it is and really find out 
how that thing moves. How specifically that type of dog 
moves. But with The Lorax it was more about looking at 
the Dr. Seuss book and looking at his personality and 
how he interacts, how he stands, how he moves and 
how to develop his character.

Are the puppeteer operators actors or specifically 
puppeteers? 
A mix basically. Quite often it’s useful to find people who 
have been trained in acting who have an understanding 
of physical discipline. One of the great things is that 
somebody who really understands acting has the ability 
to carry the narrative of a puppet character through a 
show. The people operating the feet and the back have 
to really be sensitive to what the head is thinking and 
feeling and make the action seem like it’s fluid between 
the three of them.

Do the puppeteers also do the voices of the 
puppets? 
Yes in this show specifically and in general it’s good 
if the person who is operating the puppet is able to 
give the puppet voice. Even before voice they need to 
be able to give it breath. Breath, whether you’ve got 
a speaking character or not, is really key to bring the 
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puppet to life. It’s generally easier and better synced up 
if you have the person who’s operating the part of the 
puppet that speaks to do the voice.

Is it difficult to work with another person to 
control a puppet? 
One of my favourite things about multiple person 
operated puppets is learning to work with the rest of 
the team, whether it be two or five of you to become in 
sync with each other. The aim is to sort of let go of your 
own ego and your own decision-making process and 
become part of that team so that it seems seamless 
who is making decisions at any one moment. So the 
head might choose to look at something and in the 
head puppeteer’s mind they might think ‘oh I’m really 
scared of that thing’ but what the foot puppeteer might 
understand from the way the puppet responds is that 
they’re actually interested and so they might take a 
couple of steps forward. Hopefully if the rest of the 
team are in sync enough they’ll just go with that action 
as well so the leadership of the character of the puppet 
sometimes is more often led by the head, but in an ideal 
situation be able to accept offers from any part of the 
body and it should seem like it’s one being making its 
own choices.

What are some of the challeges with puppetry? 
In this production The Lorax is smaller than a human 
being and to make him fully articulate you need 
three people around him to give him full expression. 
Somebody needs to hold the head and the back, 
somebody’s holding two hands and somebody’s holding 
two legs, so that’s three pair of hands. For something 
fully articulated you want three people, but because 
there’s three full-size humans standing around this 
puppet which is half the size of a human there’s a 
danger of him looking like he’s being crowded in on.  
So we did spend quite a lot of time in the choreography 
and in the puppetry training and even in the lighting and 
the costume trying to draw the audience’s eye away 
from the puppeteers and to the puppet himself.

What is your favourite part of the show? 
Oh gosh I do not know! Maybe when we see The Lorax 
for the first time when he bursts out the stump of the 
tree. It’s so joyous and a bit mad — we’ve sort of set 
up this zany world where The Once-ler has got these 
dreams and ambitions and is off on this adventure but 
when The Lorax pops up for the first time you really 
know that you’re in a mad, mad world with wonderful 
magical creatures. And if you believe that the puppet 
is alive, which hopefully most of the audience do, 
then you’re accepting that there is a magical creature 
actually live there in front of you and that can be a really 
extraordinary experience because it transports you to a 
magical place.

What’s the one thing you wish people knew 
about puppetry? 
That it’s easy to start. Almost anybody within a couple 
of hours can start to make something look alive and it’s 
a really exciting process and exercise and imagination 
and everyone should have a go at it. It gets harder after 
that but it’d be great for people to know that there’s no 
big magical secret you just start and get going and keep 
trying things. Also one of the best things that puppets 
do is character and emotion. Quite often people think 
of them when they want a special effect but more and 
more I think a puppet as a central character is a really 
exciting proposition for the audience.

How do you describe the play in three words? 
Colourful, fun and heart-warming.
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have been quite a big ask. 

In a way a puppet allows you to be more physically 
dynamic. You can do incredible things like float up in the 
air, do slow motion stuff, pop out of boxes. But as well as 
the visual effects, the puppet allows you to go incredibly 
fast from one emotional state to another, because you 
view it as a cartoon or an animation of some kind, you 
believe those rapid contrasting emotional states, which 
in an actor can feel jarring. Finally simply because the 
Lorax is quite small – less than half human height – he 
has a vulnerability which we hope people will respond to. 

What does your role in the show involve?
In developing the show my role, like all the different 
departments, is about bringing ideas or theatrical 
solutions to the problems that the book throws up. For 
example, how do you present a forest on stage, and then 
how does that forest get chopped down? We initially 
started discussing trees that could be moved by human 
beings, and Rob Howell [the designer] came up with 
these amazing trees that grow up out of the ground. So 
what we’ve ended up with is a combination of ideas from 
different departments. There are puppets like the birds 
which need to fly in the sky and make beautiful shapes, 
as well as interact with other puppets and humans on 
stage. I have to think about what the requirement of the 
puppet is in the show with my director’s hat on, and then 
with the designer’s hat on I’m thinking about how that 
might work technically. 

I worked on War Horse as Puppet Director which was 
exciting because a huge amount of what’s going on 
onstage is puppetry. There are some similarities on this 
show, and one major difference, the Lorax is a central 
character who delivers a large amount of text. If you’re 
working with an animal puppet the audience understands 
what the animal is thinking or feeling through its 
movements. It backs up; it’s frightened. It raises itself to 
its full height; it’s trying to be aggressive. It’s suddenly 

slow and soft - it’s tired or showing you that everything’s 
safe. So you’re experiencing its emotional state, its 
thoughts and the story through the movement of the 
puppet. The Lorax is like an animal, or perhaps a tree 
spirit, but crucially he speaks. So my role is to work with 
the three puppeteers; the incredible Simon Lipkin who 
is voicing the character and two amazing puppeteers 
Laura Cubitt and Ben Thompson who operate the body 
to integrate what the Lorax is communicating vocally 
alongside the character and narrative he conveys 
through physicality. That, and looking after beautiful birds 
and funny fish. 

What kind of puppet is the Lorax, and why did you 
decide to use that kind of puppetry? 
The Lorax is really a westernised version of bunraku 
puppetry, a Japanese art form which has been going for 
hundreds of years. It’s the kind of puppetry I am most 
interested in because I believe it offers the most detailed 
expression. We sometimes call it contact puppetry, 
simply meaning you are in contact with the thing you are 
operating. I spent a long time working with Handspring 
who create the horses in Warhorse, and they call 
themselves that because they think the life of the puppet 
springs from your hand. The closer you are to the object, 
the more sophisticated the manipulation. If you have a 
stick that’s a foot or a metre away, there’s either a delay 
or an imprecision with the way it’s operated. One of the 
best ways to get a puppet to be emotionally expressive, 
to really show thought, is to be fairly close to it. 

Obviously that also presents problems because you’ve 
got bodies on stage that you can see, but you might 
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PRACTICAL 
EXERCISES FROM  
THE REHERSAL ROOM 

These exercises are aimed at developing a strong ensemble, and creating better awareness of space.  
These exercises are well suited to medium – large sized groups. They are not intended to be used consecutively, but could 
be used throughout a rehearsal process or to support a particular lesson or learning objective. The timings indicated are 
guides, and you may find that you want to spend longer on them with your group. 

Bamboo sticks (25 minutes)

Exploring space and relationships, discovering tension and charge in the space between bodies onstage. 

You will need a bamboo stick for every other member of your group, about one to two metres in length. Ask students 
to get into pairs and find a space, then give each pair a bamboo stick. Students should face each other and hold 
the stick with their index finger, with one person at either end of the stick. To stop it from dropping, they will need to 
push slightly to balance it between them. The exercise should take place without any talking. 

To start, ask students to practise pushing and receiving the stick. They should engage their whole body, not just 
their hands and arms. When they are confident with the stick ask them to try moving around, with clear stops. Each 
time one person is leading, the other is receiving, they come to a stop and then they swap. Allow them to play with 
this for another five to ten minutes, and introduce new things for them to consider such as speed, rhythm and levels. 
Encourage them to surprise their partner, but not to try and catch them out.

Take moments throughout the exercise to spotlight on specific pairs. The bamboo stick literally creates tension between the 
performers, it’s inevitable that students will read intention and story into them. However, at these moments you should be 
looking to concentrate more on making the students physically aware and awake to each other rather than putting story or 
character into it. 

Take away the bamboo sticks but continue as they have been doing with an imaginary stick, always keeping the 
same distance between their two fingers. You can then ask them to start experimenting with where the imaginary 
stick is, and moving it to another body part like their chest, stomach, head or shoulder. Now ask them to try using imaginary 
bamboo sticks which are different lengths – from 20cm to 10m – but always making sure they stay with whichever length 
they chose until they change again. 

Balancing the space (15 minutes)

Exploring a whole space as a group, understanding the effect of your actions, working together. 

This exercise is aimed at making the performers physically aware of themselves but also others. The exercise 
illustrates the idea that whenever a character walks onstage they bring with them an energy that affects everyone in 
some way and therefore there should be a physical reaction to that. It also provides the building blocks for getting 
them to work as a chorus. 

Ask everyone to sit in a circle, imagining that they are sat around the edge of a raft on the water. Ask a student 
to move further onto the centre of the raft, and pause somewhere briefly without unbalancing it. Invite a few more
to do the same, one at a time. New students must pause as they choose their spot, but everyone else can then 
start to readjust around them. When there is five people on the raft, explain that the rules have changed; each new 
person onto the raft weighs the same as everyone else already on the raft combined. This will suddenly change the 
dynamics of the raft and will require a lot of readjustment. 
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A useful thing to remind students of at this point is that running and rushing won’t help, only smooth gentle 
movement will keep the raft balanced. Make sure their focus is up, looking at the new arrivals and the group as a 
whole rather than at their feet which they may be tempted to do. Keep going until everyone is on board and the raft 
is well balanced. Repeat (straight after or at another time), making sure students go in a different order. Ask them  
to notice whether they have improved as a group. 

Shoaling (25 minutes, 15 minute extension)

Moving as a group, working as a chorus, responding to others, leading and following.

Get students into pairs, and ask them to walk around the space together. Repeat this in three’s, four’s and five’s. 
It’s likely that the majority will be walking in a straight line or a muddle with no leader or clear direction. Explain that 
when moving in a group its useful to have someone leading, in the same way that large groups of animals move in 
nature; like a flock of birds or shoal of fish. 

Ask students to get back into groups of three, and to create a triangle formation with students approximately a 
forearm’s length away from each other. Each group should then choose a leader. Staying in their formation the two 
other group members follow their leader to a point in the room. Here the leader stops and turns, therefore creating 
a new leader who then sets off for another point in the room. Let the groups play with these triangle formations, 
being strict with them about keeping the same distance from each other, but playing with rhythm, levels and energy. 
It might be useful to give them the intention of ‘looking for something’ to make sure they keep the energy in their 
movement. 

Once students are confident in their formation of three, choose one group to be the lead group. They can then start 
picking up other groups and adding them to their own, so that eventually the whole group is moving and changing 
as one, with a different leader at every turn. 

Extension

If you want to develop this exercise further, try giving the followers control over the distance they are from the leader. 
Start in groups of three, allowing the followers to be as close or far from the leader as they choose, providing they 
are always an equal distance apart. When they have mastered this, double the groups up so there are six people 
in each triangle formation – one leader who chooses direction, two followers behind them who determine distance 
from leader, three followers behind them who have to mimic the distance that the two followers decide. This way the 
formation can expand and contract as a unit and start to explore more complex movement.

Build a Puppet (30 minutes) 

Use our online workshop with puppet maker and performer Maia Kirkman-Richards and have a go at building and 
operating a mini-puppet. This workshop has been designed for ages 7+ and utilises easy to find resources to 
create a puppet at home or in school.

https://www.oldvictheatre.com/join-in/education-hub/workshops/puppet-making-with-maia

https://www.oldvictheatre.com/join-in/education-hub/workshops/puppet-making-with-maia
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