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CREATIVE TEAM

DAVID GREIG 

Adapted for the stage 
David is a playwright based in Scotland. His plays have 
been staged in the UK and around the world. Recent 
work includes: Charlie and the Chocolate Factory  
(West End), Lanark (Citizens Edinburgh), The Events 
(Traverse/Young Vic), Midsummer (Traverse/Soho/
Tricycle), Dunsinane (RSC), The Strange Undoing  
of Prudencia Hart (National Theatre of Scotland),  
Monster in the Hall, Yellow Moon (TAG Glasgow).

MAX WEBSTER 

Director 
Theatre: Much Ado About Nothing (Globe/UK & 
world tour), Shostakovich’s Hamlet (London Sinfonia), 
Orlando, To Kill a Mockingbird, My Young and Foolish 
Heart (Manchester Royal Exchange), Opera Highlights 
(Scottish Opera/tour), James and the Giant Peach, My 
Generation (West Yorkshire Playhouse), Twelfth Night 
(Regent’s Park Open Air), Skewered Snails (Iron Oxide/
Southbank Centre), Anna Karenina (Arcola), Sense 
(Southwark Playhouse), Mary Stuart (Parco, Tokyo),  
The Chalk Circle (Aarohan Theatre, Nepal), Carnival 
Under the Rainbow, Feast Kakulu (Hilton Arts Festival, 
South Africa).

ROB HOWELL 

Designer 
Theatre: Future Conditional, A Flea in Her Ear, Inherit 
the Wind, Speed-the-Plow, Complicit (The Old Vic), The 
Norman Conquests (The Old Vic/Broadway). Rob has 
also worked at the National Theatre, RSC, Royal Court, 
Almeida, Donmar Warehouse, Young Vic, Chichester 
Festival Theatre, West Yorkshire Playhouse, Manchester 
Royal Exchange, Royal Opera House, Metropolitan 
Opera in New York and on Broadway. He’s won three 
Olivier Awards for Set Design, including for Matilda the 
Musical in 2012 for which he also won Drama Desk, 
Outer Critic’s Circle and Tony awards.

DREW MCONIE 

Choreographer 
Drew is an Associate Artist at The Old Vic and Artistic 
Director of The McOnie Company. Theatre: 13 (West 
End), In the Heights (Kings Cross/Southwark), Bugsy 
Malone (Lyric Hammersmith), Oklahoma!, Hairspray (UK 
tour), Sound of Music, Chicago (Leicester Curve), Drunk 
(The McOnie Company at the Bridewell), West Side 
Story (NYMT), British Style (collaboration with Matthew 
Bourne at Buckingham Palace), Tommy (European tour), 
Spring Awakening, The Full Monty (Frankfurt). Film:  
Me Before You, Recordare: Days of Remembrance  
(pre-selected for the Cannes & Berlin Film Festivals). 
Winner of a 2015 Hospital Club 100 Award for 
outstanding achievement in theatre and performance.

FINN CALDWELL FOR GYRE AND 
GIMBLE 
Puppetry 
Finn is a founding director of Gyre & Gimble, a theatre 
company specialising in puppetry. As director: The 
Elephantom (National Theatre/West End), Lardo (Old 
Red Lion). As director of puppetry: The Bear (Polka 
Theatre), Running Wild (Chichester Festival Theatre), 
Alice Underground (Les Enfants Terribles), Ariodante 
(Aix Festival), The Light Princess (National Theatre), War 
Horse (National Theatre/West End/international), Dream 
Space (Globe), Rubies in the Attic (Riverside Studios), 
Tom Thumb (Edinburgh Festival/tour – winner Fringe 
First Award), Shrek the Musical (West End).

JON CLARK 

Lighting 
Theatre: The Soldier’s Tale (The Old Vic); King Charles 
III (West End/Broadway); Made in Dagenham, The 
Commitments, I Can’t Sing!, The Ruling Class, Three 
Days of Rain (West End); As You Like It, The Beaux 
Stratagem, Othello, Hamlet, The Effect, The Cat in  
the Hat (National Theatre); Hamlet, The Tempest,  
The Winter’s Tale, King Lear (RSC); A Streetcar Named 
Desire (Young Vic); American Psycho (Almeida). Opera: 
L’Etoile, Kròl Roger, Written on Skin (Royal Opera 
House/Amsterdam/New York); La Bohème, Wozzeck, 
Caligula (ENO); The Perfect American (ENO/Teatro 
Real Madrid); La Bohème, Orest (Dutch National 
Opera); Macbeth (Royal Danish Opera); Footfalls/
Neither (Staatsoper Berlin).
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CHARLIE FINK 
Music & Lyrics 
Charlie was frontman and songwriter for Noah and the 
Whale, 2007–15. The band released four albums, which 
collectively sold over a million copies, and performed  
at notable venues around the world including a sold  
out show at the Royal Albert Hall. He produced  
Laura Marling’s album Alas I Cannot Swim, which  
was nominated for the Mercury Music Prize, as well as  
writing and producing music for Charlotte Gainsbourg, 
Foxes and Eliot Sumner among others. He’s directed 
music videos and two extended short films which  
were screened at music and film festivals.

PHIL BATEMAN  
Musical Director/Arranger 
Theatre: MD/Vocal & Dance Arranger/Orchestrator – 
Bugsy Malone (Lyric Hammersmith). Music Supervisor/
Vocal Arranger – Made in Dagenham, Imagine This 
(West End). MD/Music Supervisor/Vocal Arranger –  
I Can’t Sing (West End).Original MD – Billy Elliot (West 
End). MD/Music Supervisor/Vocal Arranger/Additional 
Music – Our House (West End/UK tour). MD – Hello 
Dolly, Gigi (Regent’s Park Open Air), Three Sisters, 
Human Comedy, My Dad’s a Birdman, After Miss 
Julie, Vernon God Little (Young Vic), She Loves Me 
(Chichester), Treasure Island (Kingston Rose),  
Piaf (Sheffield Crucible), Cinderella (Bristol Old Vic). 
Film: Singing Coach/Vocal Arranger – Kinky Boots. 
Singing Coach – Cemetery Junction. TV: Composer  
– Big Performance/Extreme School (CBBC).

TOM GIBBONS 
Sound  
Theatre: A View from the Bridge (Young Vic/West  
End/Broadway), 1984, Oresteia (Almeida/West  
End), People, Places and Things (National Theatre), 
Faustus, As You Like It, White Devil (RSC), Happy  
Days, A Season in the Congo, Disco Pigs (Young Vic), 
Mr Burns (Almeida), Julius Caesar, Henry IV (Donmar/
St Ann’s Warehouse, Brooklyn) Love Love Love (Royal 
Court), Lionboy (Tricycle).

JESSICA RONANE CDG 
Casting Director 
Theatre: The Hairy Ape, Future Conditional (The Old 
Vic), Angus Thongs and Even More Snogging (West 
Yorkshire Playhouse). Theatre (childrens casting):  
The Audience, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory,  
Made in Dagenham, I Can’t Sing, Singing in the Rain, 
Billy Elliot the Musical (West End), Matilda the Musical 
(RSC/West End), Bugsy Malone (Lyric), To Kill a 
Mockingbird (Regent’s Park/Barbican/UK tour),  
The Sound of Music (Regent’s Park), Caroline or 
Change, Baby Girl, Mrs Affleck, Burnt by the Sun 
(National Theatre), A Member of the Wedding, Far Away 
(Young Vic). Film: Guinea Pigs, Hunky Dory, Extremely 
Loud and Incredibly Close. TV: Evermoor, Eric & Ernie.

EDUARD LEWIS 
Assistant Director 
Theatre (as director): Caught (Pleasance Edinburgh), 
A Tale of Two Cities (BRIT Programme), Pick One 
(Theatre Uncut), Bruntwood Prize Ceremony, Crap Dad 
Island (Royal Exchange). Theatre (as associate director): 
Much Ado About Nothing (Globe). Theatre (as assistant 
director): King John, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Holy 
Warriors (Globe), A Tale of Two Cities (Royal & Derngate 
Northampton), Talk Show (Royal Court), Brillaint 
Adventures, Cannibals, To Kill a Mockingbird, Orpheus 
Descending, Accrington Pals (Royal Exchange). Eduard 
was Resident Assistant Director at the Royal Exchange 
in 2013.

DAVID GALLAGHER 
Musicians’ Contractor 
Orchestral manager: Cinderella (The Old Vic),  
Matilda the Musical, From Here to Eternity (West End), 
Crush the Musical (Coventry/Brighton/Richmond),  
Wolf Hall recordings (Broadway). Musicans’ Contractor: 
Future Conditional, Richard III, The Tempest, As You 
Like It, The Cherry Orchard, The Winter’s Tale (Old 
Vic), Play Without Words (Sadlers Wells/tour), amfAR 
Cinema Against Aids Gala (Cannes Film Festival), Robin 
Hood (film). Music Manager: RSC 2010–11  
and National Theatre 2000–10.
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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 creatures 
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.

DONKEY   
The Once-ler’s sidekick who travels with him to find fortune. Donkey seems loyal to the Once-ler, but deserts him 
with the rest of the family when his fortunes fail. 

TOWNSPEOPLE   
Various people who build a town around the thneed factory. These include the lawyers who create new laws and 
loopholes, and Stan and Mike who are factory workers. 

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. 
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ACT BREAKDOWN

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 have to rent out the Once-ler’s room to a lodger, so he decides 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, and persuade the Once-ler that if he continues he’ll become a 
powerful 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   
Two factory workers are opening the factory, meanwhile the Lorax sneaks inside with the animals of the forest.  
They start a protest to save the trees, and a TV news crew turns 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. 

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.

P
H

O
TO

: M
A

N
U

E
L 

H
A

R
LA

N

P
H

O
TO

: M
A

N
U

E
L 

H
A

R
LA

N
P

H
O

TO
: M

A
N

U
E

L 
H

A
R

LA
N



The Old Vic  Dr. Seuss’s The Lorax teaching resources 8

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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TIMELINE
1904  
Theodore Seuss Geisel born in 
Springfield, Massachusetts

1921  
He graduates Springfield High School 

1925  
At Dartmouth College Geisel publishes 
his first cartoon for humour magazine 
Dartmouth Jack-O-Lantern using the 
pseudonym Seuss

1926  
Geisel attends Oxford where he doesn’t 
complete his MA in English Literature.  
He meets future wife Helen Palmer  

1927  
He returns to USA – submitting work to 
publishers and advertising agencies

1927  
16 July first cartoon published Saturday 
Evening Post for a fee of $25. Marries 
Helen Palmer who he met in Oxford. Gets 
a job as writer and illustrator for Judge,  
a humour magazine. Moves to New York

1928  
Geisel creates his first advertisement 
for Flit, a campaign that continued from 
1928–1941. He begins working for 
various advertising companies

1931  
Helen learns that she cannot have 
children. Geisel writes his first children’s 
book, An ABC of Fanciful Creatures.  
He isn’t able to find a publisher 

1937  
And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry 
Street is published, after being rejected 
by scores of publishers. The first of his  
44 children’s books published

1938  
The 500 Hats of Bartholomew Cubbins 
is published, the first book inspired by 
Geisel’s growing collection of hats

1939  
The King’s Stilts is published – 
his first book published by Random House 
(previous two were Vanguard)

1940  
Horton Hatches the Egg is published

1941  
Geisel begins career as political 
cartoonist, ultimately publishing over 
400 cartoons in left leaning New York 
newspaper PM. Cartoons denounce 
Hitler and Mussolini and are critical of 
isolationists in USA

1943  
Geisel joins the army’s Education Division 
making propaganda and training films

1949  
Moves to La Jolla, California. Bartholomew 
and the Ooleck wins a Caldecott Honour

1950  
If I Ran the Zoo is published, also wins a 
Caldecott Honour

1954  
Life publishes illiteracy report. Geisel 
challenged by Pulitzer Prize winning 
author John Hersey to write a story that 
‘first graders wouldn’t be able to put 
down’

1954  
Horton Hears a Who! is published about 
anti isolationism and internationalism. 
Described in one review as ’a rhymed 
lesson in protection of minorities and  
their rights’

1956  
If I Ran the Circus is published. Geisel 
is awarded with honorary doctorate from 
Dartmouth, added ‘Dr.’ to his pen name

1957  
Answering Hersey’s challenge, The Cat 
in the Hat is published, aimed at teaching 
children to read with only 236 words. 
Start of Beginner Books series

1957  
How the Grinch Stole Christmas  
is published, criticizing the materialism and 
consumerism of the Christmas season

1958  
Yertle the Turtle is published, about 
dictatorship and anti-authoritarianism

1960  
Green Eggs and Ham is published  
as a response to his publisher’s wager 
that he could not write a book using only 
50 or fewer different words. It becomes 
Geisel’s best-selling book. One Fish Two 
Fish Red Fish Blue Fish also published 
this year, it ranks third among his top 
sellers

1961  
The Sneetches and Other Stories about 
prejudice and racial equality is published

1965  
Fox in Socks is published, his first book of 
tongue twisters

1965 
I had Trouble in Getting to Solla Sollew is 
published, about facing troubles at home 
rather than running away from them

1967  
Helen Palmer, Geisel’s wife, commit 
suicide after long battle with cancer and 
emotional distress over Geisel’s affair

1968  
Geisel marries Audrey Stone Diamond

1971  
The Lorax is published about 
environmentalism and anti-consumerism

1984  
The Butter Battle Book is published. Judy 
Blume says ‘if this book were required 
reading for all governments, we would 
have a chance for world peace’. Geisel 
wins a Pulitzer Prize for his body of work

1990  
Oh the Places You’ll Go is published.  
It later becomes popular graduation gift

1991  
Geisel dies at home after suffering from 
oral cancer, aged 87
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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 DIRECTOR MAX WEBSTER

What’s been the process for you to turn a short 
children’s book into a full-length theatre show? 
After getting over the initial worry that the whole show 
wouldn’t be longer than 15 minutes (that’s about how 
long it takes to read the book out loud) I started working 
with the writer David Greig on how we could expand the 
story. The first thing David asked me was to describe in 
one word what I wanted the show to do to an audience. 
I said to energise. Then he asked me to tell him the story 
as if he was ‘Ug’, a highly intelligent man from 2,000 
years ago – someone who’s been to the theatre before.  
If Ug isn’t interested in it then David won’t write the play. 

I suppose what David is trying to find out with Ug, is 
whether the story is strong enough, and would work 
round a camp fire. Is there, at the heart of this story, 
a large emotional journey for the protagonist that has 
a resonance like all the great myths and stories in the 
world? At the heart of The Lorax is a man who tries  
make his mark on the world. His ambition makes him 
more and more successful, but eventually causes his 
own destruction, which is a classic story shape. Once 
we understood the main shape of the story, we could 
then start trying to work out how individual scenes 
worked and what the moment by moment structure  
could be.

You had a research and development period 
before you started rehearsals, how did you use 
this time?  
We got four really brilliant actors in a room and started 
from the simplest and scrappiest improvisations.  
We improvised our way through the story again and 
again. We tried, in the roughest possible way (no clever 
words, no rhymes, no songs, no props), to work out 
what the scenes should be, and how they might hang 
together. David writes cards, cards for characters, for 
ideas, for words he likes, for good types of song, cards 
for the sort of things you want to see in a family show  
like the bit where the adults laugh, or a moment where 
the whole audience screams back. 

At the end of the week we lay out all those cards 
together on the floor and tried to make a map of 
how the story could be extended into a full evening’s 
entertainment. David went away and wrote it up,  
first into a kind of treatment, then into the actual text.  
We continued to make revisions and adjustments every 
day in rehearsals. 

The rehearsal period for this show is six weeks 
long, how clear are you about what the show is 
going to be like at the end of that process? 
When you direct you have to be very prepared, but 
also open enough to throw away your ideas when an 
actor finds something new and better themselves. It’s a 
balance between the two things. But because it’s a very 
collaborative process you end up making something that 
nobody could have imagined on their own before we 
started rehearsals. 

Does the fact that most of the script is written 
in rhyme have any impact on how you approach 
rehearsals?  
Through the history of the world most theatre has 
rhymed. English theatre was written in rhyme in the 
medieval period, and the early renaissance. It’s with Kyd 
and Marlow – the generation just before Shakespeare 
– that English theatre starts to go out of rhyme. Lots
of early Shakespeare is in rhyme. And almost all non-
western forms of theatre are in verse. So actually non-
rhyming theatre is relatively new.

Rhyme is also fun – it comes out of a pure joy of the 
sound of words in your mouth and ear. Dr. Seuss’s 
impulse to start writing children’s books came out of an 
attempt to help American children read. He read that 
literacy in the US was very low and wanted to make 
reading fun. He got a list of all the words that primary 
school children are supposed to know, and he wrote 
simple but fantastically engaging stories using that 
limited vocabulary. Rhyme and rhythm helps kids to 
read, because if you’re struggling, both suggest what 
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the sentence you’re trying to decipher might be. It’s a 
mnemonic device. That’s why a lot of early poetry and 
theatre is like that, because verse helps you remember 
lines and text. 

How have you created new material for the show 
whilst still keeping true to the style of Dr. Seuss?  
There’s a very particular Dr. Seuss energy: something 
about anarchy and chaos but within a moral universe. I 
suppose its ethical mischief. There’s never a straight line 
in any Dr. Seuss drawings and that suggests something 
of the style for the show. But I think most importantly 
it’s about the level of joy, the colour, the wit – how 
everything just zings.  

One of the things David Greig did was a make a ‘word 
harvest’ of all Dr. Seuss’s made up words. What he 
realised was Dr. Seuss often invents words to make 
rhymes. So in The Lorax there’s this object called a 
‘thneed’ which is the capitalist object everyone buys.  
Of course thneed is just a word that was made up to 
rhyme with need – ‘everyone needs a thneed’. So David 
has also made up words to rhyme. For example, the 
Lorax needed a place to live, so David decided he lives  
in the land of the Ho Ho Horax. 

You’ve got a big cast for this show, what do you 
look for when casting?  
There are lots of different skills in the company; there are 
people in that company who are fundamentally straight 
actors who mostly work in text based theatre, people 
who are in musical theatre, highly skilled puppeteers, 
dancers, musicians, and many extraordinary people who 
do an amazing mix of all of the above. We also have a big 
range of ages and backgrounds because The Lorax is a 
play about society so it felt important that it looked like a 
whole community on stage.

In this sort of work I look for an ability to play and be 
inventive. People need to be both company minded 
enough to take part in a devising process and be part 
of an ensemble (which requires a certain humility  
to serve the story because you may be moving a tree 
around) but they also need a huge level of skill and 
charisma so that when they are a character they can  
hold the stage.

Are there particular themes or intentions that 
you’ve tried to draw out in this production? 
What is happening to the environment and the planet 
is one of the most undiscussed things in the world.  

It seems we are now way past the point of being able 
to limit global warming to the agreed safe limit of two 
degrees rise. And that’s ultimately it’s because the 
current economic system is fundamentally at odds  
with us caring for our environment. 

But it’s very hard to talk about that in the theatre.  
If a show becomes worthy and lecturing then you’re 
moving towards a scientific presentation or a ticking 
off, not a gripping story. Historically, shows about 
the environment are very tricky to pull off. What’s 
extraordinary about The Lorax is that although it’s about 
one of the single most important issues of our time, it 
happens in a completely fantastic world. Our hope is that 
it remains a parable, so you don’t feel that we’re trying  
to attack a particular country or corporation or policy. 
That way, it can enable you to think about the bigger 
shape of the issue – how our understanding of business 
has to make space for the future of the planet. 

In particular, we need to think about this in relation to 
young people. Chances are that people my age are 
going to be alright because we won’t be here by the 
time climate change really kicks in. But people who 
are younger will hopefully still be around. They, and 
their children will be bearing the consequences of the 
decisions we make now. This is a show where families 
can come together to think about something very 
important together whilst having a good night out. 

Do you have any advice to young people looking 
to start a career as a director?  
Well first you have to teach yourself how to direct.  
And there is only one way to do that – which is to just 
go ahead and direct lots. Don’t be afraid; gather your 
friends and just perform anywhere. In a school hall, or a 
town square or a barn or your front room. Don’t wait until 
you have some incredible professional team, or fancy 
opportunity. Making, making and more making is the only 
way to learn. 

Then, if after doing that for a while, you decide you want 
to dedicate your life to directing you need to think about 
what the training options are (There are now some very 
good bursaries and training schemes). Also trying to 
meet people who work in the business. Most people 
will meet you if you write them a good letter. But I think 
the really important thing is to make as much work as 
possible, and eventually if you need to do it enough, 
there will be a way to make it happen.
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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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also think of that as an advantage. In Warhorse I played 
the Goose, which is a very small puppet and I’m 6”1’. 
But I found I could use my body to amplify what the 
puppet was thinking or feeling. As long as you’re not 
overpowering it with your performance, I think that 
physical presence on stage can really add to the 
puppet’s power and engagement. 

The Lorax puppet is working better than I expected.  
I think the biggest challenge is making the movement 
of the three puppeteers around him as fluid as possible 
so you don’t notice they’re there at all. But the actual 
puppet and way that they’re operating him is really 
surprising me. He’s not quite human so you don’t know 
quite how he’s supposed to look or behave. But he’s 
managing singing very well, he’s very funny and he  
can be a little bit cross and grumpy too, so I’m pleased. 

When you were creating the Lorax puppet, how 
much did you use the original character Dr. Seuss 
depicts in the book? 
We used the book as much as possible. I think people 
want to relate to the images that they know from the 
book and even if they haven’t read it yet, hopefully when 
they pick it up they’ll recognise the characters.  

Nevertheless, taking what you see in the book and 
then making that directly into a three dimensional thing 

wouldn’t work. The Lorax would be an orange furry blob 
with no characterisation! One of the ways I’ve described 
it to the team who’ve been helping make him, is to 
imagine that Dr. Seuss has seen this creature in the wild 
and then done a drawing of him. So he’s a real creature 
and Dr. Seuss has done his best to capture it on paper. 

In the text that David’s written he often refers to him as a 
‘beavery guy’ so we put elements of beaverishness in his 
face, he has little cheeks and a bit of a snout in the way 
the drawing hasn’t. We looked a lot at his anatomy, the 
shape of the Lorax is an upside down egg, with almost 
no neck, then he thins slightly down to his waist and has 
tiny feet. We’ve tried to keep that shape in the puppet, 
but within his body which looks a bit sack-like he actually 
has an armature skeleton. We’re trying to give a reality to 
the shape that we see in the book. I suppose we’re trying 
to reverse engineer Dr. Seuss’s drawing and discover 
how it would work in the real world. 

Are you using the same puppets for rehearsals  
as you will in performance?  
We built a prototype Lorax for the research and 
development process, that was working really well so a 
lot of it qualities have been incorporated into the puppet. 
Because of a photoshoot we did early on in the process, 
the Lorax is actually quite developed. We’ll probably 
make him a bit furrier, we might soften his eyes a little 
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bit, there are still bits to do. We’re also making a second 
Lorax, a stunt double which will allow us to do certain 
tricks in the show. 

We have the internal structure of the birds and the fish 
but we haven’t done any finishing of them. This is partly 
because we don’t want to rush ahead of Rob’s work. 
He’s making costumes at the moment and we need 
our birds and fish to tie into his, we want them feel like 
they’re the same creatures. We also do the final finishing 
late so that they don’t get too distressed during the 
rehearsal process, otherwise by the time you get to the 
show they’ll be wrecked. It’s like putting someone in full 
costume on day one, rehearsals are a lot harder than 
performance because you’re working much longer hours. 

How did you get into puppetry? 
I trained as an actor at Guildhall School of Music  
and Drama and I was lucky enough to go straight into 
working with Cheek by Jowl, the RSC, and in the  
West End, all brilliant jobs. After about five years I  
knew that I was lucky, but I wasn’t enjoying it and I had 
a reassessment of what was going on, and remembered 
what I loved a drama school was visual stuff like mask 
and movement. I took a huge pay cut and formed a 
very small theatre company, and also started looking at 
alternative theatre that was being made, mask theatre 
and puppet theatre. I saw a bunch of shows and was 
very disappointed, so I was determined to do something 
different, or better. 

The first puppet I ever made was a lifesize version of the 
Elephant Man, John Merrick, with a company called Filter. 
I realised having built this thing I had no idea how to 
bring it to life or to make it expressive. I was introduced 
to a puppet company Blind Summit and I thought their 

work was extraordinary. We did loads of shows together 
at Battersea Arts Centre, which was this powerhouse of 
strange, exciting theatre when Tom Morris was Artistic 
Director. When he moved to the National Theatre he 
started work on War Horse and needed actors who  
could puppeteer and I started working with him there. 

What sort of skills do you need to become a 
puppeteer?  
That’s tricky to answer, because there are so many 
different types of puppetry. There’s very little training 
available in this country and also hardly any literature 
on the performance of puppetry. There’s loads on how 
to make puppets, but there’s almost nothing in terms 
of how to make something come alive. There is the 
Curious School of Puppetry which will be a spectacular 
introduction to puppetry, and my company Gyre and 
Gimble are doing a module on their ten week course. 
That course will be still be very challenging because  
they want to cover shadow puppets, marionettes and 
much more.

Any kind of physical discipline will help. Before you can 
use an object to tell a story or create a character, you 
need to understand how to do that with your own body. 
For instance I did a lot of martial arts and a fair amount 
of dance and storytelling with objects, but I did all of that 
before I came to puppetry. So when I came to puppetry  
I understood the building blocks of it. 

The core skills you need to be a puppeteer are an 
understanding of performance, a physical discipline, and 
a desire to get your imagination involved. That’s the real 
thing. No matter how much technique and experience 
you have, none of it works unless you’re employing your 
imagination.
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PRACTICAL 
EXERCISES FROM  
THE REHERSAL ROOM 

Ed Lewis, Assistant Director of The Lorax, gives an insight into some of the exercises the company used when 
rehearsing. The exercises are aimed at developing a strong ensemble, and creating better awareness of space.  
With a company of 18 performers in The Lorax, 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 
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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. 

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. 
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