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Credits & tour details 

WORLD PREMIERE 

 

Told by an Idiot, National Theatre Scotland and Royal Lyceum Theatre Edinburgh in association with Liverpool Everyman and 

Playhouse present 

 

I Am Thomas - A brutal comedy with songs  

Written by Told by an Idiot 

 

 

Paul Hunter  Director 

Iain Johnstone  Composer 

Simon Armitage Lyrics 

Laura Hopkins  Designer 

Adrienne Quartly Sound Designer 

Paul Anderson  Lighting Designer 

Cast 

John Cobb 

Charlie Folorunsho 

Amanda Hadingue 

Iain Johnstone 

Myra McFayden 

Hannah McPake 

Dominic Marsh 

John Pfumojena 

 

 

Liverpool Playhouse (19 - 27 February 2016) 

The Lowry, Salford (1 - 5 March 2016) 

Salisbury Playhouse (8 - 12 March 2016) 

 

 

 

The Lyceum, Edinburgh (23 March - 09 April 2016) 

One Touch, Eden Court Theatre, Inverness (12-16 April 2016) 

Wilton’s Music Hall (20-30 April 2016) 

TOUR DATES 
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"We don't stop playing because we get old, we get old because we stop playing" 
George Bernard Shaw 

 

Founded in 1993, Told by an idiot has established an international reputation for its comic, innovative and startlingly original productions, revelling in a style of 
theatre that is bigger than life. Recent collaborators include the National Theatre, the Barbican, the RSC and the National Theatres of Scotland and Wales. 
 

Our participation programme is called Taught by an Idiot. Our Taught by an Idiot participation opportunities mirror our work on stage. They are anarchic, spon-
taneous and accessible to the widest possible audience with no regard to age, ethnicity, ability or training. If you are a Teacher, University or Drama School prac-
titioner we can work with you to create a bespoke Idiot workshop for your students tailored to your teaching objectives.  
 

"Told by and idiot are the most exciting, enthralling and energising presence in British Theatre" 
Carol Ann Duffy, Poet Laureate 

 
"(A model) which should be rolled out as an example of excellence...The students found the experience to be exhilarating and empowering" 

Head of Creative Arts, Leeds City College 
 

"(The Comedy of Errors) was brilliant. I'd give it a 10 out of 10. There's too many words to describe it." 
Joshua, aged 12 

 
We offer: 
 
Workshops, projects and events available for Key Stages 2 - 5 and higher edu-
cation groups 
Participatory experiences for students and young people designed to encour-
age creativity and discovery 
Free education packs created for each of our productions 
Created in line with curriculum requirements with cross-curriculum links 
with English, PHSCE and other subjects 
We are a proud Arts Award Supporter 

 
 
To discuss an idea, project or workshop, please contact us on: 
T: 020 7407 4123 
E: amandacastro@toldbyanidiot.org 
www.toldbyanidiot.org/taught 
Twitter: @toldbyanidiot93 
Facebook: facebook.com/pages/Told-by-an-Idiot/ 



5 

The resources, research and information in this study 
pack are intended to enhance your understanding of I 
Am Thomas – a brutal comedy with songs and to provide 
you with the materials to assist students in gaining a 
deeper understanding of this exciting new play. This 
includes political and historical context, production 
photographs, discussion points and exercises that have 
been devised to unpack the play’s themes and stylistic 
devices. 
 
In line with the national curriculum, I Am Thomas – a 
brutal comedy with songs would be a suitable live thea-
tre production for analysis. It will also provide an inval-
uable resource for students who are focusing on de-
vised, collaborative theatre, ensemble work, music the-
atre and productions based on political and social jus-
tice issues. 
 
I Am Thomas – a brutal comedy with songs tackles the 
challenges of researching, presenting and understand-
ing social, historical, political and philosophical issues 
in an accessible and creative way. The play will provoke 
students to ask pertinent questions and think critically. 
 
If you have any further questions please don’t hesitate 
to get in touch with Amanda Castro on 0208 743 3584 
or at  amandacastro@toldbyanidiot.org 

Credits & tour details 

Photographer: Manuel Harlan. Photograph taken in rehearsal a the Copperfield Rehearsal Rooms SE1 

mailto:amandacastro@toldbyanidiot.org
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We open in 1696, in the remote Scottish countryside. The Two 

Margarets refused to swear an oath declaring James VII as head of 

the church, and as such, are taken to the sea and drowned.  

 

We switch to the present, where Councillors meet to discuss which 

son of Edinburgh will be immortalised as a statue on a vacant 

plinth of the North Bridge.  Names are thrown into the mix, Dolly 

the Sheep, Archie Gemmill and finally when accepting Gemmill is 

neither from Edinburgh or deceased, Thomas Aikenhead is 

brought to their attention by the Heron.  

 

Back to 1696, and Thomas Aikenhead is in the middle of perform-

ing a gig at the Tron Kirk. As his music partner Mungo arrives late, 

Aikenhead takes it upon himself to perform a solo gig.  Thomas 

sings ‘Telescope’ as Mungo films him and confides in the audience 

that Thomas needs bringing ‘down a peg or two’. Still in 1696, we 

are inside a church. The congregation bow their heads in prayer 

and Thomas enters in a rush. Thomas is scolded and does ‘the walk 

of shame’ walking down the aisle of the church in front of the 

whole congregation.  

 

At the Wrong Place Inn, Mungo and Thomas are talking about 

Thomas’ performance a few days earlier. Thomas tells Mungo of 

his new song ‘about religion being a rhapsody of feigned and ill-

invented nonsense’. Mungo warns him about playing this to an 

audience before Thomas gets up on stage and sings ‘The Wrong 

Place’. As Thomas is performing, the Stasi appears and meet Mun-

go, who tells them of Thomas’ untoward claims about religion. 30 

pieces of silver are exchanged, and the song continues.  

Scene by Scene Synopsis 

At the end of the night, the rather inebriated Thomas and Mungo 

head to the ‘chip shop’ where they queue up to order behind the 

Stasi. With fish suppers in hand, they leave the shop and the Stasi 

follow. They both fall asleep when they return home. The Stasi 

enter the flat and look through Thomas’ things.  They find cas-

settes and records to use as evidence in calling Thomas to trial. 

 

We see the Lord Advocate Stewart listening in to Thomas being 

interrogated by the Stasi.  The Stasi advise Thomas to repent, but 

explains that he has not done anything wrong, he spoke the truth 

as he saw it. Stewart explains that he was once ‘a fugitive’ like 

Thomas, and begins to interview him on tape, showing him evi-

dence of his blasphemous performances.  

 

Mungo appears in the witness box with Stuart cross-examining 

him about Thomas. When Stuart confirms Thomas will get the 

death sentence, Mungo is extremely shocked.  Thomas is waiting in 

his cell, in a fevered state, it’s cold and he is alone, awaiting his 

execution. Thomas signs his repentance, and the three wise men, 

as lawyers, hand Stewart the signed repent. 

 

Back in the Courtroom, Stewart appeals for Aikenhead’s life. The 

Law, the Church, and The King are all there. As his appeal is not 

accepted, Thomas is marched to the scaffold, Thomas's journey 

echoing the Stations of the Cross. At one point Thomas stumbles 

and is helped up by one of the town councillors and he watches the 

unveiling of the statue. Thomas is hanged. 
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Classroom Exercise 1: Reflecting on the production 

Curriculum links: Drama, Art & Design, Music 

Length of exercise: 15-20 minutes 

Space needed: Can be done in the classroom  

Materials needed: Flipchart paper and pens 

Use this exercise to get your students responding to 

work that they have seen onstage. This tool enables 

students to respond to any piece or dance, theatre 

or live performance that they have seen. 

 

Each group should write their chosen area of the              

production as a heading on their flip chart paper. Each 

group then has five minutes to brainstorm thoughts and 

comments around their assigned area of the production, 

noting them in a spider diagram on their flip chart paper. 

After five minutes, each group must pass their paper onto 

the next group and repeat this process until every group 

has commented on all areas of the production listed by the 

class. These sheets can then be photocopied and handed 

out. You could also put the sheets up in the classroom for 

inspiration when discussing the production. 

Organise the class into groups of 4 or 5 and give each group a 

large sheet of paper and some pens. Write the name of the         

production on the whiteboard, then assign each group an area of 

the production to explore including: 

 

Music and sound 

Acting 

Themes of the play  

Set and staging 

Directing 

Costume 
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Historical Context: Thomas Aikenhead 

Glossary 

Blasphemy:  the act of insulting or showing contempt or lack of reverence for God or toward something considered sacred. Some reli-

gions consider blasphemy as a religious crime. 

Reprieve: to cancel or postpone the punishment of someone.  

Lord Advocate: the chief legal officer of the Scottish Government and the Crown in Scotland for both civil and criminal matters.  

This production was inspired by a mixture of fact and fantasy. We have not always felt it important to be 
historically faithful in our production; however, a close understanding of the historical context has           
informed  our work throughout the process of creating the show. 
 
Thomas Aikenhead was a Scottish student from Edinburgh, who was prosecuted and executed on a charge 
of blasphemy.  There is no clear date of when he was born but it has been noted that he was baptised in March 
1676 and was executed on the 8th of January 1697, when he was about 20-21 years of age. A young medical student 
at Edinburgh, Thomas was the son of James Aikenhead, a surgeon in Edinburgh and Helen Ramsey. Nothing is 
known of his upbringing, except that by age 10 he was an orphan. At the age of 17, in 1693, he enrolled at Edin-
burgh University.  
 
While at University he was arrested and charged with blasphemy – his own friends had reported him to the author-
ities for his controversial views on Christianity. In those days a death sentence could be handed to anyone who "not 
being distracted in his wits" would "rail upon or curse or deny God, and obstinately continue therein". At his trial it 
was said that Aikenhead had ‘ridiculed the Holy Scriptures’ and claimed that they were ‘stuffed with madness, non-
sense, and contradictions’. He had called the Old Testament ‘Ezra's fables’ and said that Christ was an ‘imposter’ 
who had ‘learned magic in Egypt’ so he could ‘perform those pranks which were called miracles’. 
 
Faced with the death sentence, Thomas Aikenhead pleaded for mercy and took back everything he had said. He 
asked the authorities to consider his youth and that it was his first offence. The Lord Advocate James Stewart called 

for the death penalty and condemned Aikenhead for ‘shaking off all fear of God’ and for venting ‘wicked blasphemies against God and our Saviour Jesus Christ.’  
The Privy Council (who were a board of advisers to the monarchy) ruled that Aikenhead would only be reprieved if the Church intervened on his behalf.  The 
Church of Scotland’s General Assembly, however, urged for him to be executed and so, Aikenhead was sentenced to death. When Aikenhead was found guilty the 
Lord Advocate stated “you ought to be punished with death... to the example and terror of others.”  On the day of his execution Thomas Aikenhead wrote “It is a 
principle innate and co-natural to every man to have an insatiable inclination to the truth, and to seek for it as for hid treasure.” Aikenhead was hanged at two 
o’clock on the afternoon of January 8 1697. He was the last person executed for blasphemy in Britain.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scotland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blasphemy_law_in_the_United_Kingdom
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Classroom Exercise 2: Debating censorship  

Curriculum links: Drama, Art & Design, English Literature, Music, 

History, Politics, Philosophy 

Length of exercise: 40 minutes – researching can also be given as 

homework 

Space needed: Can be done in the classroom  

Materials needed: Flipchart paper and pens, plus time to research 

in the library or on the computer 

The themes of censorship and freedom of expression are 

pivotal to I Am Thomas—a brutal comedy with songs and 

the story of Thomas Aikenhead.  These issues can often          

provoke strong debate and are interesting to discuss in a 

classroom to develop critical thinking in students. 

 

Split your class up into two groups. Give each group one of the following 

statements; they need to research and prepare arguments in support of 

their chose statement, and against the statement of the other group. The 

two statements are: 

“Censorship is always wrong” 

“There are some limits to the right to free speech” 

One by one each student from each group will have to “perform” their 

argument to the class, until everyone has contributed. 

As the teacher you will decide which group has won the debate. Extra 

points are given to those who can back up statements using real exam-

ples from history or the present day, who argue clearly, persuasively and 

respectfully and who maintain a connection with their audience.  

Examples you could use include... 

 Protests against recent theatre productions including Exhibit B, 

Behtzi and The Book of Mormon 

 The terrorist attack on Charlie Hebdo magazine in Paris 

 Censorship in Apartheid South Africa (http://

search.beaconforfreedom.org/about_database/south%

20africa.html)  

 Censorship of journalists during the First World War (http://

www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zs9bwmn)  

 The list of banned books by various governments (https://

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_books_banned_by_governments)  

 Censorship against current regimes in the Middle East, China 

and North Korea 

...but feel free to find your own! 

http://search.beaconforfreedom.org/about_database/south%20africa.html
http://search.beaconforfreedom.org/about_database/south%20africa.html
http://search.beaconforfreedom.org/about_database/south%20africa.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zs9bwmn
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zs9bwmn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_books_banned_by_governments
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_books_banned_by_governments
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Classroom Exercise 3: Warm up exercises for ensembles  

All of Told by an Idiot’s work focuses on 

building a strong ensemble of             

performers who work together closely.  

The following games and exercises will 

help encourage the teamwork and      

collaboration that is essential in     

building a strong ensemble. 

Special online content: 

Watch the I Am Thomas cast warm up their voices in this exclusive video: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHFNk9VI1rY 
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Classroom Exercise 3: Warm up exercises for ensembles  

GAME TWO: Starting and Stopping 

Ask the group to walk round the room silently, making sure they 

use all available space in the room and that they change the        

direction they are walking in regularly. The group must find a 

time, spontaneously and together as a group, where they all come 

to a stop at the same time. Then, they must find a time where they 

all start walking again, without speaking or signalling to each    

other but through watching, observing, and sensing the group  

dynamic. The aim is to be able to all stop and start as one group 

without there being any clear leader. 

GAME THREE: Partner exercise  

1. In pairs, take a tennis ball and place it between your foreheads.  

2. Move around the space, being careful not to drop the ball. No one 

should be leading the movement; you should each decide together, 

silently, where to move next.  

3. Find a moment of stillness, then see if you can move again without 

anyone leading.  

4. See if you can sit on the floor and come up again.  

5. Add some conversation - talk about what you did last night or earli-

er today (something not too taxing!)  

GAME ONE –Number game  

Stand in a circle. As a group, try to count to 20. No one is allowed 

to speak at the same time, and no one can say two numbers                         

consecutively. You must also avoid allocating particular numbers 

to particular people, or establishing a certain pattern or order. 

This one is harder than it sounds!  
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Classroom Exercise 3: Warm up exercises for ensembles  

GAME FOUR: Layer Game 

1. Ask your pupils to stand in a circle, with their hand up. 

2. The teacher starts by looking at someone and saying their name. The person the teacher just called must lower their hand 

and continue by saying someone else’s name. Keep going until everyone’s name has been said once, with the teacher’s 

name as the last to be called. Ask everyone to remember what names they called out and in what order, and ask them to 

repeat the sequence a few times until everyone is comfortable with it.  This is your first layer.  

3. Try repeating this layer but without people putting their hands up, just from memory. Once you have repeated the         

sequence a few times and everyone is comfortable with it, you can add another layer. 

4. Give one pupil a ball. That person must look at someone and throw the ball to them.  The person who has caught the ball 

must then throw the ball to someone else, and on and on until everyone has caught and thrown the ball once, making sure 

the person who started the sequence gets the ball at the end. Repeat this sequence until everyone remembers it and is 

comfortable with it – this is your second layer. 

5. The big challenge now is to put the two layers together and see if everyone can focus on both layers at once! Start with the 

names and once you have established a rhythm, add the ball sequence and see if the group can do both at once without 

getting confused or lost. Often this will be tricky enough for groups who are new to the game.  If your group are doing well 

you can add further layers.  

6. Ideas for other layers include: walking towards someone else in the circle, looking at someone and clapping towards 

them, looking at someone and saying the name of a country, etc. 

7. Always create a new layer and get reasonably comfortable with it before layering them up together one by one.  See how 

many layers your group can do at once! 
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Discussion: Paul Hunter, Iain Johnstone and Simon Armitage 

Paul Hunter: It’s called I Am Thomas—a brutal comedy with songs, and it tells the true, hidden or forgotten story of a young Scottish man called Thomas Aikenhead, 

who was the last man to be executed for blasphemy in Britain – little known fact. 

In 1696 Thomas was a medical student in Edinburgh. Like lots of young students, he was in the pub one night with his mates and he said something he shouldn’t – 

he denied the existence of God. The next day one of his friends said something to the university and within six weeks he was put on trial, found guilty, marched 

down Leith Walk and executed for blasphemy. 

This extraordinary true story was brought to me by Iain Johnstone who is one of our associates at Told by an Idiot. He then said he had the inspiration to want to 

make a piece of music theatre based on this story in the spirit of Brecht/ Weill, which I thought was a fantastic idea. 

Iain Johnstone:  ...and we realised with a story that is as potentially bleak as Aikenhead it ’s really important to find humour, and a kind of a gallows humour. 

Simon Armitage: Comedy and tragedy are never that far away anyway, they don ’t take much pushing together. So there is an element of skit in this and pas-

tiche and the sending up of certain situations. But that comedy is very dark because the subject matter is, you know, brutal indeed.  

Paul Hunter: We’re collaborating with a brilliant poet called Simon Armitage who lots of people will know, and Simon is writing the lyrics for nine songs that will 

appear across the show. This might sound strange but one thing that we’re very serious about at Told by an Idiot is we take our comedy very seriously, and the sto-

ry of Aikenhead is so unremittingly bleak, the rich vein of black humour that we will look to find is really crucial. It’s also, even though this happened a very long 

time ago, it’s a very contemporary piece of theatre; it’s not a historical piece. It has resonances around freedom of expression that are very pertinent to lots of plac-

es and people in the world today. 

Simon Armitage:  My hope for a show, for a performance, is always the same and is quite crude really - I hope people come and enjoy it. I want us to put on a 

good show. Enjoyment is perhaps an odd word in relation to the subject matter in this piece because we are making a point. 

Iain Johnstone:  We also have to laugh at the situation because I think that dealing with a ridiculous situation with humour is sometimes the best way. 

So it’s kind of a mixture of these issues - that’s what I’d really like the audience to feel. 

Paul Hunter:  I hope they feel part of a real theatrical event. The group of people that they are in (i.e. the audience) are as part of it as the performers on 

stage, and I really hope they leave the theatre feeling that they’ve been involved in an event. It’s kind of what theatre does brilliantly so I hope they feel part of that. 

Special online content: 

Watch the video of this  interview here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-zU8UPqg7Sk 
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Historical Context: Scotland in the 17th & 18th Centuries  

In the seventeenth-century Scotland was a country full of superstition and religious intolerance. Protestantism focused on the Bible, which was 
seen as the major source of moral authority and family worship was strongly encouraged.   
 
The dominant religion at the time was Presbyterianism, a form of Protestantism, and the Presbyterian church (also known as ‘the Kirk’) was       
repressive and controlling. Public occasions were seen with mistrust and activities such as dancing, bonfires or playing on a Sunday were punished 
with religious sanctions such as excommunication and denial of baptism. During this time, the Kirk accused many men and women of witchcraft. 
75% of the people they accused were women, with over 1500 tortured, tried and executed. Blasphemy was punishable by death. It was the Kirk 
who decided not to intervene in Thomas Aikenhead’s court case and give him a reprieve, instead condemning him to death. 
 
 
After Aikenhead’s execution 
 
It has been said that the death of Thomas Aikenhead haunted 18th century Scotland. As Scotland entered the 18th Century increasing numbers of 
Scottish people could read and Scotland’s universities became increasingly important centres for learning, leading to the Scottish Enlightenment. 
 
Students from Glasgow University, under the tutorship of Francis Hutcheson, Professor of Moral Philosophy, advocated for a more moderate       
approach to religion. The harsh Calvinist ministers lost their grip on power, gradually changing the Church of Scotland to become more moderate 
and open to new ideas. 

Glossary 

The Kirk: the established Church of Scotland  

Presbyterian: a diverse group of churches that adhere in some degree to the teachings of John Calvin. Calvinism is often summarized by 

the Five Points of Calvinism: “total depravity”, “unconditional election”, “limited atonement”, “irresistible grace” and “perseverance of the saints”. 

The     central assertion of these points is that God saves every person upon whom he has mercy 

The Scottish Enlightenment was the period in 18th Century Scotland characterised by an outpouring of intellectual and scientific                          ac-

complishments. 
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Classroom Exercise 4: Pastiche or Parody?  

Curriculum links: Drama, English Literature, Media Studies, Film 

Studies 

Length of exercise: 40 minutes  

Space needed: A drama studio or school hall  

Materials needed: None 

“there is an element of skit in this and pastiche and the sending up 

of certain situations” – Simon Armitage, speaking about I Am    

Thomas 

I Am Thomas –a brutal comedy with songs take references from a     vari-

ety of different sources, theatrical styles, genres, ideas, films and TV 

shows, and mixes and plays around with all these influences. The con-

ventions (or tropes) of each of these genres are studied carefully be-

fore they are incorporated into a scene.  

Part One: Defining Genre 

 
As a whole group, ask students to list as many genres with-

in   theatre, film, TV or literature as they can. Examples 

might include   tragedy, thriller, romantic comedy, 

mockumentary, etc. 

 

In smaller groups, ask students to pick one genre and list 

as many defining characteristics as they can that are typi-

cal of that genre.  

Glossary 

Parody: an imitation of the style of a particular writer, artist, or genre with 

deliberate exaggeration for comic effect. 

Pastiche: a work of visual art, literature, theatre, or music that imitates 

the style or character of the work of one or more other artists. Unlike parody, 

pastiche celebrates, rather than mocks, the work it imitates. 

Tropes: a commonly used literary device, motif or cliché in creative 

works (for example, a common trope used in romantic comedies is that the 

couple appear to dislike each other or are mismatched at the beginning) 
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Classroom Exercise 4: Pastiche or Parody?  

Part Three: Parody or Pastiche? 

In their groups, ask students to pick one more genre from the 

original list created. They must prepare two short scenes, one in 

which they pastiche their chosen genre and one in which they 

parody it, using as many known characteristics from that genre 

as they can.  

 

Ask the groups to perform their scenes for each and lead a 

group discussion: is it easier to parody or pastiche, and what is 

the difference? Students may first want to reflect upon the suc-

cesses and challenges encountered during their own                 

improvisations. 
 

Part Two: Genres in I Am Thomas 
Now as your groups to make a list together of all the different inspira-

tions and references they can spot in the production. Ones they might 

name include: 

 Opera 

 Experimental European Theatre 

 70s TV action thrillers 

 TV football pundits 

Historical or period drama 
Which group could spot the most genres and references? 

Do the students think each of these examples are included in the produc-

tion as parody or pastiche, and why? What other examples of parody or 

pastiche can they find from other pieces of theatre, TV, literature, music 

or film? 

Special online content: 

These two videos are great examples of times in the production where the team either parody or pastiche elements from popular        

culture: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xps9Njj7Exo 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=omwa1Wdz76w&feature=youtu.be (this scene was later changed and simplified for the final produc-

tion) 
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A Day in the Life of an Assistant Director 

Judith Williams 

How did it come about? I had a meeting with Caroline (Newell - Director of Artistic Development at NTS) last summer and she asked me how she could help. I had 
voiced an interested in assisting a director - ideally on a devised new music theatre piece as I've made two of my own shows in this way and I was looking to learn 
from and within someone else's process. I Am Thomas was going into production so Caroline put me in touch with Paul (Hunter - Artistic Director of Told by an 
Idiot). We chatted for an hour and both felt our collaboration could work. We (Told by and Idiot Producers and I) then applied for funding from FST (Federation of 
Scottish Theatre), they said yes and here I am. Hoorah! 
  
So what does by day look like? I arrive at our rehearsal rooms before 10am. Say hi to folk and maybe make a cup of tea! Suzie and Katie (the Deputy Stage Manag-
er and Stage Manager) are always here first squirreling away before anyone else making headway with the multitude of tasks involved in getting this show on the 
road. 
  
My role within I Am Thomas is multifaceted: involving research, scene typing, script updating, daily trips to the photocopier upstairs for printing, note taking, 
space arranging, creative input, game playing, attending production meetings, standing in for actors.  
  
In each show, the rehearsal room and director will have different needs. Essentially, I see it as my role to support the work and the people making it - and do what-
ever needs to be done to nurture this process.  Sometimes that’s googling images of statues and sometimes that’s making sure that everyone has got a cup of tea 
and a smile. Ultimately, staying present, open and meeting the various needs of the room.  
  
Research as requested for scene provocations have ranged from  famous football quotes of the 1970's, the mythology of heron's and (for a now discarded idea) 
comedy bingo calls! The internet is a pretty extraordinary resource.  
 
Scene typing and script updating: As the piece is being devised the scenes and songs have been created through improvisation - vocal and physical. Paul often 
offers the actors a version of possible events to prompt improvisations, they will hint at tone but are not at this stage set in stone. Then when they are in flight, im-
provisations are recorded until the script settles down enough to type it up definitively. Suzie (Foster – Deputy Stage Manager) and I have both been keeping on top 
of the scenes as they develop – who is saying what when. I wish I could touch type – I’m definitely getting faster!  

Special online content: 

You can find Judith’s online rehearsal diary here: https://www.toldbyanidiot.org/productions/i-am-thomas/rehearsaldiary 
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A Day in the Life of an Assistant Director 

Judith Williams 

 
Note taking: this could be for props required for certain scenes. If Suzie has to leave the room then I ’ll make sure she gets the additional notes for the crea-
tive team that are not yet full time in the room i.e. sound, costume, lights etc.  
  
Space arranging: both on and off the playing space. The environment is crucial to creative flow. The needs of the room shift depending on what  visitors, 
colleagues are in. We’ve now got a structure in the space as a mock-up of what the actual set will offer and how it will function – layers, depths and stairs. So we 
spent a bit of time yesterday imaging some of the scene transitions while the actors learnt their many songs!  
  
Creative input: Paul creates a very open rehearsal room, where everyone has space to offer solutions. There needs to be trust and respect on all sides to 
make this work. Knowing when to make suggestions and offerings or ask questions and knowing when to allow things to unfold and take their course. I love the 
problem solving involved in making theatre and the moments when a company instinctively knows – yes this way, that feels right. There’s a certain nerve required 
to keep things open long enough to allow the more audacious version of events to arrive in the room, there’s a risk in trying to pin it down too soon.  
  
Game playing: and I mean actual games - warm up ones! This could arguably come under space arranging and definitely supports the endeavour to stay present 
and open. It’s such a simple thing but so often overlooked – to play together, to laugh together. Things often get shut off and shut down when folk’s brains get fried 
and a simple morning and afternoon ball game invites everyone back into the room and their bodies with a freshness and alertness that is conducive to creativity.  
  
Production meetings: when the creative team gather along with the production team to make sure folks are up to speed within their departments and 
each other so that we’re on track come tech week in Liverpool when all the parts of this puzzle will come together for the first time. It’s quite the jigsaw!  
  
Standing in for actors: my background is in performing to I’m quite happy to step in for folk if they’re out of the room for whatever reason and Paul wishes to 
work on a scene. It’s also an absolutely privilege to witness the work of this company so wherever I am in the room, I’m happy to be here.  
  
All of this gives me a very rare insight into the process.  
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The rehearsal process: Paul Hunter, Director 

 

Today’s been a really fascinating day so far in rehearsal, it’s that time of making a show, an Idiot show, that really fascinates me, where 
things are coming together and things are connecting but you’re still fundamentally making and writing it in the room. 
            
I think what’s exciting is that’s a very democratic process. I have ideas and provocations for the actors, but a lot of it creat-
ed through that provocation rather than one person coming up with it; it’s a genuinely collaborate process. That was happening a lot 
this morning as we were wrestling with how some 1970s football pundits could analyse and discuss the religious and political situation 
in Scotland in 1697. So, that kind of juxtaposition is going on in the piece and, as I say, we were finding that very much together and that 
kind of reflects and echoes how the whole piece is made. 
 
Of course we had the idea for I Am Thomas - a brutal comedy with songs, and then we worked with Simon Armitage the wonderful poet 
who wrote the lyrics for these extraordinary songs, but ultimately all of this is an act of collaboration. Everybody in the room is contrib-
uting or collaborating to make this piece which hopefully utilises a lot of imaginations rather than one and it’s something we’ve always 
believed in Told By An Idiot: it doesn’t matter where the idea comes from, it’s the idea itself. 

Special online content: 

You can find can find the video of this conversation here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g7QE6fVDZwQ 

Plus, take an exclusive look into the rehearsal room with this video: https://copy.com/CERmlkJ0mIuzrz90     
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Classroom Exercise 5: Storytelling with music  

Curriculum links: Drama, English Literature, Music 

Length of exercise: 25 minutes  

Space needed: Can take place in a classroom  

Materials needed: Pen and paper 

I swear to tell the truth and nothing but truth. 
I am Mungo Craig, best friend of the accused. 

But my ears are embarrassed by his blasphemous views 
And he needs taking down a peg or two. 

 
So slap him on the wrist or send him down 
For a week or a month or fine him a crown, 

For his own sake teach him a lesson in respect 
Before he says something that he really regrets. 

 
Lyrics from one of the songs in I Am Thomas, copyright Simon Armitage 

 

In I Am Thomas – a brutal comedy with songs music is an integral element of the production – it not only underscores and heightens scenes within the play, 
it is also a crucial part of the storytelling, showing us key events that happen in the story of the play and allowing us an insight into the minds of the     
characters. Key scenes, actions and character dialogue are expressed through the music and lyrics of the play. In the above example, we see Thomas’ friend 
Mungo give evidence to the jury in his blasphemy case, and can understand from the lyrics to his song his views on Thomas’ actions. 
 
Working as individuals, ask each student to pick a moment or scene from a favourite play, film, TV show or book – this can be any scene they like, of any 
genre and can feature multiple characters or a single character. The students must then attempt to tell the story of this scene through writing their own, 
original song lyrics. Ask students to try and follow the conventions of a traditional song, with verses and a chorus.  The students can decide if their lyrics 
rhyme or not. Ask volunteers from the class to read out their lyrics to the rest of the group (they can even sing them, if they have developed a melody to go 
alongside their lyrics!)  
 
Lead a class discussion – what was easy or difficult about completing this exercise? Did turning these moments into song lyrics change how the scenes 
could be viewed or interpreted by an audience? 

Special online content: 

Here is a clip of the I Am Thomas cast  rehearsing the  song mentioned on this page: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zSma-

SidZME 

You can find other song lyrics from the production here: http://www.toldbyanidiot.org/productions/i-am-thomas/lyrics  
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Classroom Exercise 6: Designing the world of the play  

Curriculum links: Drama, Art & Design, Design & Technology  

Length of exercise: 25 minutes  

Space needed: Can take place in a classroom  

Materials needed: Pen, pencils, rulers and paper (cardboard, glue 

and scissors if you would like the students to create their own model 

boxes) 

A set design is the design of the structure that represents 

the world of the play. For a production such as I Am      

Thomas, which takes place in different locations and time 

zones, designing a set that can encompass all these differ-

ent        aspect is an interesting challenge for a designer. 

 

 

Take a look at the four images on the next two pages.  

The first two images are of the production’s white card model; this is an exact model of the set made on a scale of 1:25.  This acts as a        
blueprint for the set and is presented to the production staff and cast of the production in order to show them what the Director and           
Designer’s vision for the piece is. The second two images show a mock up of the set used for rehearsals and the eventual set that was created 
for the production and how the actors use it in the production. 
 
In a group discussion, ask your class to note down the key elements of this set – what is distinctive about it? Are there any differences       
between this set and the initial model? What do you think the designer had to bear in mind when designing this touring production? Re-
member that this is a production that tours and needs to be set up and taken down at multiple venues.  
 
Following this discussion, ask students to design their own set for I Am Thomas , the more imaginative the better! They should consider the 
main themes of the production and decide which of these they would want to bring out in their set design. Ask them to draw their designs 
on paper – they do not have to be a great artist, but to be able to present their ideas afterwards to the rest of the class.  You could also ask 
students to create their own model out of cardboard. 
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