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Ask the group to form an audience around the perimeter of the room and mark out six 
‘Action Areas’ in the playing area, like this: 

Now instruct a player sitting near Action Area 1 to enter the playing area and to perform 
a repetitious movement and sound. This might be a karate‐chop motion with a 
‘Whoosh’ sound, a jumping motion with a ‘Boing’, or perhaps a punch of the air with a 
‘Wahoo’ – you get the idea; it should be something physically and vocally dynamic!  

Once Player 1 is in full flow, it’s time to build the machine! Ask Player 1 to repeat their 
action and sound continually, before inviting a player near Action Area 2 to enter the 
playing area and become the second moving part of the machine, by positioning 
themselves in the space and performing their own repetitive action and sound. Continue 
until all six areas are occupied with players performing actions and sounds – and one 
huge machine has been created. 

After the first attempt, invariably the machine will not be a cohesive collaboration of 
moving parts, seamlessly working as one, but is more likely to be a collection of 
individuals doing their own thing. Stop the exercise and explain that the power of 
theatre comes from a company of players working in unison towards a common goal, 
not a group of individuals showing off! The machine’s movements and sounds should be 
interlinked, each one driven by and affecting the others, so players should consider 
carefully before creating their machine part. After a couple of attempts, this message 
should be visually reinforced by the creation of a much more cohesive and connected 
machine. I like to end this particular exercise by speeding up the machine until it 
explodes – although this may not be appropriate with all groups!  

Note: If you’re playing online, speed the machine up by raising one hand and blow it up by 
raising two! 

Machines

A physical warm‐up that visually demonstrates the importance of working 
as a cohesive company. 
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Ask the players to form an audience and place three chairs in the playing area like below: 

 

 

 

Next, ask for three volunteers to sit in the three chairs. Once they are sitting 
comfortably, inform the player in chair C that they are here for a job interview and that 
the player in chair B is the company boss who will be conducting today’s interview. But 
this will not be a straightforward job interview, since the boss is from a faraway place 
with a language all of its own. They will be firmly reliant on the translator (the player in 
chair A) to ensure that the interview goes smoothly. 

In order to decide upon the nature of the job, it’s a good idea to take suggestions from 
the audience; this way you’ll get a broad (and often wacky) range of job titles to choose 
from: America’s next top model… lion tamer… cat‐food taster… Let’s go with lion tamer! 
With the occupation established, reiterate that the boss must speak in gibberish for the 
entire interview with strictly no use of their native tongue at all. Instruct the boss to ask 
the first question and, once they’ve muttered some indecipherable gibberish, ask the 
translator to translate the gibberish into English for the candidate. When the candidate 
replies, the translator should then translate the reply back into gibberish for the boss, 
trying their best to use the same ‘language’. The translator should watch the boss 
carefully and do their best to get the general gist of the question before relaying it to the 
interviewer. Encourage the boss to be both physically and vocally engaging so that the 
translator has plenty to work with; if they monotonously drone out their questioning 
with no gesture or vocal colour, it will be extremely difficult for the translator to get a 
flavour of what it is they wish to ask the candidate. 

Allow the interview to play out for a while before bringing it to a close, and have a post‐
interview discussion about how well the players worked together to complete the task. 
Did they listen carefully? Did they use the same ‘language’? Did the boss help the 
translator by providing colour and physical gesture to the questioning? Does the 
candidate get the job?! When the debrief is over, choose three new players, a brand‐new 
job title, an all‐new language, and start over! 

This exercise is all about awareness of the others. Success can only be achieved by 
working closely with your fellow performers so, even though this exercise is fun (and 
often ridiculous), there is a valuable lesson underpinning its playing.  

The Translator

An interactive and focused exercise that encourages players to listen and 
connect with their fellow performers. 
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Divide the players into pairs, ask them to sit in a socially distanced space, and distribute 
a pen and piece of paper to each player. Next, ask each pair to decide who is to be the 
defence and who will be the prosecution. Explain that they are no longer drama 
students but high‐powered lawyers who have been assigned to some of the most high‐
profile cases ever to come to court. Their task is to pit their wits against their fellow 
players and attempt to form the strongest argument in order to win the case. 

The cases should be made up, based on famous works of fiction and fairy tales. You can 
either prepare some ideas before the start of the session, or ask each pair to invent their 
own. In each case, a character is facing charges for their ‘crimes’, such as: 

* The Big Bad Wolf accused of destroying a little pig’s straw house. 

* Cinderella’s Wicked Stepmother accused of child neglect. 

* Jack (of the Beanstalk) accused of destroying property and murder. 

* The Wolf (from Red Riding Hood) accused of eating an OAP.  

* Goldilocks accused of porridge theft. 

* Dorothy (just arrived in Oz) accused of witch murder. 

The two lawyers will each have thirty seconds to convince the jury (the audience) of the 
guilt or innocence of the accused. Since these cases are all based on works of fiction, the 
cases can also be packed full of as much ‘fiction’ as the defence/prosecution lawyers can 
conjure up! Flair is more important than fact here – and the lawyers must concoct 
whatever story they can to prove, beyond any reasonable doubt, that their client is 
innocent or guilty. Allow ten minutes for the lawyers to prepare their cases as you set up 
the courtroom (a couple of socially distanced tables and chairs ought to do it). 

With preparation time over, invite one pair to take to the courtroom in the case of the 
Court versus Voldemort (or whichever character). Toss a coin to see which lawyer will go 
first and let the arguments commence! In performance, players must use all their 
powers of persuasion to convince the audience of their case. They must show 
confidence, determination, truth, passion, focus – whilst using eye contact and charisma 
to attempt to connect with the jury. 

Once both arguments have been made, it’s time for the verdict, so ask the audience for 
a show of hands to decide if the accused is ‘Guilty’ or ‘Not Guilty’. Then it’s on to the next 
case… 

Two Sides to Every Story

Creative thinking and commitment in performance are on the menu in this 
challenging but extremely rewarding (and often hilarious), courtroom 
exercise. 







79

Number the players, and inform everyone that you have brought a very special item to 
today’s session and that item is… a potato! Now, this is a drama session, so you don’t 
need an actual potato – just use your imagination or, failing that, have every player run 
to the fridge and grab a real one. 

This is no ordinary potato; it’s a magical, temperature‐changing potato that is used for 
demonstrating rising action. It will start life as a very cold potato and, as it’s passed 
around the players, it will become increasingly hot until it becomes so unbearably 
boiling that it’s almost impossible to hold! 

The cold potato will start its path in the hands of Player 1, so instruct them to hold it out 
for all to see and to feel the coolness of the refrigerated potato skin against their palms… 
Now it’s time to pass the potato. The potato will be passed from Player 1, to Player 2, to 
Player 3, and so on, until it returns to Player 1 and the cycle continues! You can do this by 
calling ‘Pass’ or, if you prefer, the number of the next player who will receive the potato. 
On your call, the player in possession of the potato must mime passing the potato and 
the receiving player must mime receiving it.  

Encourage the players to increase the temperature gradually as the potato navigates its 
way around the group so that it doesn’t go from lukewarm to boiling hot in two passes! 
To ensure success, players must focus on the others within the group (especially the 
player before them), so that, when they receive the potato, their reaction is a 
continuation of the work done by their fellow company members and there is a clear, 
gradual progression in the rising temperature of the spud. If a player noticeably drops the 
temperature or hikes it up excessively, stop the exercise and start again from the previous 
player and a cold potato. 

Once you’ve perfected the potato, it’s a good idea to try again – but, this time, use a drink 
which each player mimes sipping before passing on. This is no ordinary drink; it starts off as 
sweet and thirst‐quenching and ends up as the most vomit‐inducing, bitter brew ever 
tasted! Players should convey the changing taste with facial and vocal reactions. 

This exercise can only succeed if players demonstrate strong teamwork skills… The 
more they focus on the others, the more successful they will be, proving that age‐old 
adage: ‘It’s amazing what lessons can be learnt from passing an imaginary potato.’ (Not 
actually an age‐old adage – but use it often and it might become one!) 

Pass the Potato

An inclusive exercise that encourages accepting, dramatic escalation and 
teamwork.
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