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CLASSROOM ACTIVITY

In need of  a no-tech activity for my 
students on a day the Internet was not 
working well, I remembered a game 
from when I fi rst began teaching over 
35 years ago: le cadavre exquis.

I cut blank copy paper in two, length-
wise down the middle, making two 
long strips and giving one to each 
student with the instructions to write 
their name on the top and fold it to 
the back of  the paper. Then they ex-
changed strips with another student. If  
the paper is folded forward instead of  
backward, it doesn’t work (everything 
will be upside down and the sentence 
will read from bottom to top of  the 
paper).

Since we were practicing the passé com-
posé, the second student added a verb in 
the passé composé, third person singular, 
and folded the paper to the back twice 
(so the person receiving it cannot see 
what was written), and they exchanged 
papers (each time with a different 
student than before), and successively 
added: à + a place, avec + another per-
son, soudain + a number and a noun, 
another verb in the passé composé third 
person plural, et enfi n + another verb 
in the passé composé third person plural, 
time expression or adverb. 

Results were something like this: Mark 
a dormi au stade avec Beyoncé. Soudain trois 
oranges ont dansé et enfi n ils sont sortis à 
minuit.

The paper was returned to the person 
whose name was at the top, and every-
one read his/her adventures with great 
glee, reading them aloud to each other 
and commenting.

I had them do a think-pair-share-
square (each time they picked the best 
of  the two stories) and share the best-
of-four result with the class. I noticed 
that they corrected each other’s gram-
mar and spelling during the sharing, 
since it would be shared with the whole 
class (another bonus).

This can be done with any verb tense. 
Doing it in the future, for example, 
would result in a “fortune” for that 
person. Feel free to add in adjectives, 

famous people, teacher’s names, etc. – 
anything that will be high interest or 
humorous. 

Here’s a twist on the above one for 
passé composé/imparfait: ALL VERBS IN 
PAST TENSE, third person singular

Name,
Describe looks
What was s/he doing? Where?
Suddenly + verb
Person’s reaction (emotion) et
Person’s reaction (action)
Puis + action verb
Enfi n + action verb
Person’s reaction (emotion)

This could also be done for an invent-
an-animal, using drawings: fi rst the 
head (fold back but leave just a bit of  
the bottom of  the next showing so the 
parts join up well) then the upper body 
and arms or wings, then the belly with 
tail, then the legs (four drawings.) When 
this is given to a fi fth student, they 
open the paper, name this new animal, 
and describe it. (Note: this could also 
be good for a unit on the comparative/
superlative). Then do a museum walk-
type exhibit and have students read and 
rate them.

Here is a link to a class that did this 
as a comic strip: [https://bonjourfl e.
com/2016/01/08/cadavre-exquis-en-
bd/]

You might also like to share the his-
tory of  the game with your students. 
The technique of  le cadavre exquis was 
invented by the Surrealists in the early 
1920s, based on an old parlor game. 
André Breton, one of  the founders of  
the Surrealist movement, said it started 
in fun but became playful and eventu-
ally enriching. He played it at the house 
of  some friends, along with fellow 
Surrealists Yves Tanguy, Marcel Du-
champ, Jacques Prévert, and Benjamin 
Péret. The name came from a sentence 
produced when they fi rst played the 
game: “Le cadavre exquis boira le vin 
nouveau.” 
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