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There are written exercises throughout this ebook
so I recommend reading with a pen and paper!






Preface


This book contains both exercises and philosophies of improv, some of which are my own and others that I have come across and want to pass on. Even the things I imagine are my own are sometimes an adaptation or perversion of some earlier creation. I have tried to credit the origin of games and theories, but improv is largely an oral or kinaesthetic tradition and the beginning of any one thing is nebulous.


If I were Thor (yes please) these would be my sagas.


I would like to thank the many teachers, directors and mentors I have had over the years as much of this work is from or because of them. They include Charna Halpern, Susan Messing, Rich Sohn, Rebecca Sohn, Bill Arnett, Brandon Gardner, Lee White, Jay Rhoderick, Tim Sniffen, Jet Eveleth, Eliza Skinner, Shad Kunkle, Dylan Emery, Alan Marriott, Chris Johnston, Nancy Howland Walker, Joe Bill, John Cremer, Marshall Stern, Alex Fendrich, Brian Posen, Mary Scruggs, Bina Martin, Claudia Wallace, Adam Whit, Al Samuels, Alex Tindal, Tara DeFrancisco, Jason Chin, Shannon O’Neill, TJ Jagodowski, Dave Pasquesi, Kevin McDonald, Anthony Atamanuik, Michael Orton-Toliver, Jill Bernard, Mel Cowan, Craig Cackowski, Julie Brister, Rich Talarico, Michael J. Gellman, Jorin Garguilo, Mick Napier, Adal Rifai, Farrell Walsh, Kristen Schier, Brian Jim O’Connell, Kevin Scott, Tom Salinksy, Michael Descoteaux, Ryan Millar, Nick Armstrong and Shenoah Allen.


Thanks to all of The Maydays (past and present), to Steve Roe and the whole of Hoopla, to Rachel Blackman (my duo partner for over a decade), to Project2 and the many other groups I have had the pleasure of playing with. Thanks to Liz Peters, Jenny Rowe, Shem Pennant, Megan Ford and Sarah Coleman who took the time to read and feed back on sections and drafts of this book. Thanks to Victoria Hogg for copy-editing, proofreading and constructive insight, and to Fred Deakin who generously designed the cover and typeset the book over many painstaking hours. Thanks also to my husband and favourite person, Tony Harris.




This book is dedicated
to both Jason Chin and Chris Johnston;
each one an inspirational teacher,
mentor and friend.




Foreword


by Susan Messing


So, the lovely Katy Schutte invited me to share a few words about her, which means she trusts me. This is a woman whom I love love LOVE. She immediately endears herself like a leech who is uninterested in sucking your blood, for she is already full. Where I am a gutter full of soggy Autumn leaves, she is fresh Spring green, still attached to the tree. In a world where one can feel overwhelmed by all it has to offer, good and bad, Katy is full-fledged sunshine with no burn. She is an explorer with no judgement. She finds delight in everything – the beauty, the horror, all of it.


When I have had the luxury to perform with Katy, she gobbles up everything: the onstage world is a rich landscape just ready to be tapped, with twistedly delightful characters. Her joy is contagious. Her audiences rejoice because you never ever have to worry about her. She is a partner in the truest sense. We have always had too much fun together.


At this moment, I am missing my friend, Katy.


Did you know that a paragraph only has to be three sentences?


That last sentence is NOT a paragraph.


I have always admired Katy’s absolute hunger to learn and to share what she knows. She has travelled the world, studying and teaching and performing. She ascribes to no one school of thought as the ‘right’ path, but picks and chooses from the buffet what works for her and helps others, and most important, honours her journey of discovery. You know from the moment that you meet her that she is the real deal: someone who celebrates completely not only the joy of her own path, but everyone else’s as well. Her great attitude alone is a damn fine reason to read this book.


OMG I think I am in love with Katy. I have to have a talk with my husband. NOW. Now THIS is a life-changing paragraph.


It is beyond difficult to express the ephemeral excitement of improvisational comedy in a book, but if anyone on this planet can make it interesting and helpful on the page, it’s going to be Katy. She is a mine of ethically sourced diamonds, at the ready to polish them up, give them to you as empathetic support, and send you on your merry way. Her opinions matter so much because she is that good at what she does, but without the ego that someone normally demonstrates at that proficiency level. She is here to give you courage – for she could not be a better person to understand the struggles that improvisers often face in the performing trenches every week.


So here you are, you supa-cute lover of the art, thinking: “Just get on with the fucking book and shut the fuck up, Messing. Get out of my way so I can read this stuff and apply it like a salve to my burnt performer soul.” I get it. I’m in love with her. Relax your crack. I’m almost done. My husband just asked me if Katy’s hot.


I have taught Katy, but really, to be completely honest, this lady has taught me far more than I have taught her. She reminds me that learning is never complete, that unintentional comedy is just as valid as intentional, and that if you constantly reapply joy to the mix, you will be making love to Success. This bitch has the goods.


Read this. Then read it again and buy it for a friend and then read it again because you forgot what you read and then read it again and highlight the juicy bits and then read it again and add Bible verses on the side so that you can appear religious. Then go out there and have too much fun on stage and then you can be more like Katy, because Katy is a rockstar and we’re getting married.


Susan Messing


Comedy Doula


Susan is an American improvisational theatre performer, teacher and author associated with the Annoyance Theatre and iO Chicago.




Introduction


This is a twelve-week course in improvisation and improvisational thinking. Improvisation is the art (yes, I said art) of making things up as you go along. We will be looking at dramatic and comedic improvisation for the stage.


This book is intended for relative newcomers and experienced longform improvisers to use as a manual for group and/or individual practice.





What is Longform Improvisation?


To people who are brand new to improv:


Longform is a piece of theatre that is made up as we go along. It can be a comedy show but it doesn’t have to be.


To people who have come from shortform improvisation:


Shortform improvisation normally either has a director or one of the cast step out to direct a single game. That director tells the cast and the audience the rules of the game.


It might be something like “Every time I say ‘new choice’, you will alter the sentence you’ve just said by changing the last word.”




“I’m going to Aldi.”


“New choice.”


“I’m going to the forest.”


“New choice.”


“I’m going to hug you.”





This final declaration will become the new reality and the scene will continue. However, in longform, the director is no longer a showman to the audience and a cattle driver for the performers; she is everyone in the show and she is doing the directing internally. If there is a game, it will be discovered as the actors play or it will be suggested in one line of character dialogue at the beginning of the scene (like a secret language).


An example of a longform game might be: I might mention a Twinkie and my scene partner gets excited about the film Ghostbusters. Then I try and mention lots of famous foods or props from films and my scene partner can reminisce about those films, getting more and more excited about them. That will be our game that we find or create. In finding it I notice that my scene partner gets excited about Ghostbusters when I mention a Twinkie, so I try and prompt her with other films. If I am suggesting the game, I might telegraph the idea like:


“Wow, that Twinkie made you pretty excited about Ghostbusters, huh?”


Often longform has a given structure of beats or scenes. The Harold is the famous Chicago form originated by Del Close and it teaches us about bringing characters back, creating links and relationships and exploring theme. There are many more such as Pretty Flower, Slacker, Armando, Deconstruction, La Ronde and so forth, and new ones are being created all the time. You can also perform freeform or montage longform where there is no set structure, or you discover a structure as you go along. Narrative longform tells a linear story and genre longform emulates or parodies a particular author, film director or other artist.


Hello, I’m Katy.


At the time of writing, I’ve been doing longform improvisation for thirteen years and playing shortform and drama games since I was thirteen years old. That’s not very long on a ‘veteran improviser’ timescale but Malcolm Gladwell would call me an expert as I have more than 10,000 hours under my belt. I have been writing an improv blog since 2011, some of which has been adapted for this book.


Do you remember the day you found out about Santa? (If you don’t know what I mean, skip ahead.) For me, it’s the same as the day I found out that improv isn’t maths. I had a teacher at iO Chicago who totally contradicted what another teacher at iO Chicago said. I really didn’t know what to do with that for a while. I had imagined there must be some grand unified theory to improv but it’s a case of finding out what works for you without letting fear keep you in too safe a place.


There are different styles of shows, different schools and different philosophies that contradict one another. As a student at any level, there’s only so much stuff you can work on at one time. If you were told all the wisdom that experienced improvisers have, right at the beginning, you’d go back to Zumba. Good teachers can sit there with twenty notes in their head and only give you two, because you can work on that many. Some of the guidelines we give new improvisers are just training wheels. You can’t ride the bike just yet, but it’s great for you to experience what it feels like without your Dad holding the back of it the whole time. Occasionally, then, I will be your Dad in this book, or Santa (welcome back), or your training wheels. At other times I will tell it like it is. Occasionally, I’ll be wrong. Happily, ‘wrong’ is where a lot of the good stuff comes from in improvisation.


I have never tried Zumba.


I have written this book to answer some of the questions that have come up for me or my students. When I teach, people often ask what to do next on their improv journey, how they can find a team, how they can get better on their own or with their team. I’ve also reached into my darker moments to offer advice for those times when a show goes badly, when we stop enjoying the art form or when we just find it hard.


I hope that you find some useful insights that work for you in this book. Many of the exercises come from other improvisers, some are from me finessing something I’ve learned, or making an exercise up. I have included a list of my teachers in the hope that I will catch all of them in here somehow.


I’m an improviser who performs on stage. It might be different for you.




•You might want to use improv as a tool in your business.


•You might like improvising because you’re a schoolteacher and it’s useful to build up a bank of fun exercises that your students can play.


•You might have moved to a new town and want a hobby that helps you find new friends fast.


•You might enjoy the rehearsal part but not the onstage stuff.


•You might be writing or devising a scripted show.





We’re not all performers. Improv is a tool for artists and businesses alike. Use it in a way that works for you.





My Origin Story


I’m interested in the origin stories of other improvisers, so here’s mine.


School


I discovered improvisation at secondary school. I didn’t realise this until years later. We had a teacher called Mrs Smith who wore fluffy slippers and got us to play lots of shortform games (she didn’t call them that). I remember her as being sixty, so she was probably twenty-five. I had completely forgotten about this nugget of improv training until I found a school report where I use the word improvisation twice in a twenty-seven word comment.




”Drama is one of my favourite subjects although I don’t feel that we do enough improvisation. My favourite areas are acting from scripts, in groups and improvisation.”





I was a well-behaved kid for the most part, although I did get bored easily and – perhaps predictably for a comedian – got bullied a lot. It so happened that the few friends I had were in the other group for Drama lessons, so I skipped my English class and went to their Drama group to get another dose of improvisation. My English teacher was phoning it in by showing VHS in the old top-loading video player and mentally (if not physically) leaving the room.


I learned more by breaking the rules.


I remember a moment where I was playing an air hostess and I just said “tea or coffee” and for whatever reason – context, repetition, character – I got a big laugh. It was a different laugh than the scolding, bullying laugh that I was used to. I felt in control of it and I felt in control of the room. Also, I was having fun with my mates in a place I wasn’t really allowed to be.


College


I took Drama again at sixth-form college where I learned the principles of Brecht and Stanislavski with an excellent teacher called Barbara Braithwaite. She used improvisation to get the practitioners’ philosophies across to us. I learned for the first time about how to play truthfully and through a thin veil of character (though I wouldn’t know or use such terminology for a long time).


I had intended to study visual art but over time I found more and more that I was drawn to the immediate gratification of writing and rehearsing theatre. It was more fun than the lonely five hours of Art homework I would do while I listened to the charts on Radio One.


University


I ditched Art and went to do a Drama BA (Hons) at Hull University. Hull was a dream. I’m sure it still is. At the time it was the best academic university for Drama in the country. The thing is, I really just did the bare minimum in terms of the actual book study and was besotted with all the opportunities we had to be creative. The first year didn’t count towards any of our marks and a lot of it was practical acting classes. I spent a week or two with Toby Jones learning clowning and physical theatre, I learned body and text with Nike Imoru and picked up a thousand acting tools. Despite all this, I had never intended to be a performer. Up to this point I thought of myself as a writer (my dad is a writer) and a theatre director. I thought I was bad at acting, so it was better to be on the outside of it. More and more I wrote plays, short sketches and weird postmodern pieces that I could be in as well as make. I started being an auteur.


In the summer of 1999; my first year at university, I went to the Edinburgh Festival Fringe. It was incredible; it literally changed my life. I saw my first longform improv show, Baby Wants Candy, the improvised full-band musical from Chicago. I didn’t know how it was done, but I went back pretty much every day. I was in Edinburgh the next two summers and I went and saw BWC over and over. Though I went to the theatre and to comedy clubs a lot, there was nothing like it where I lived in Hampshire and nothing like it in Hull.


Brighton


It wasn’t until my mid-twenties when I was living in the South Coast seaside city of Brighton that I found John Cremer. There was a photocopied flyer on the noticeboard of a small Brighton pub theatre called the Marlborough, with a man on it suggesting that I should go to his improv class. It was the first one I’d come across and I did a workshop day with him. I loved it and joined his Thursday-night drop-in class. Whenever I arrived, there was a small group of other improvisers just finishing their rehearsal.


I wanted to come to that earlier rehearsal. I got to be in a lot of scenes with those people and they were really good. I delivered what I thought was a killer line to a guy called Mark. He responded with an even better one and it felt fantastic. I wasn’t beating him, instead we were making something better together. Rachel Blackman, one of the core group, came up to me and suggested I ask John if I could join The Maydays. Apparently, that was the group that was rehearsing earlier. I asked, he said “See you at 6pm next week,” and I was in The Maydays. It was a number of months before I got the chance to play on stage. I was annoyed because I thought I was much better than some of the players in the show (ah, the arrogance of youth). Happily, one night, one of the crew bailed and I got a last-minute call at the witchy New Age shop I was working in. I rushed to the badly lit upstairs of The Open House pub. John brought his own lightbulbs to brighten it up. It was a great show. I actually have video. Obviously it’s not as good as it was in my mind. We were competently doing shortform and that’s it, but it was cool.


Second City, iO, The Annoyance and UCB


After a few months, I became really close friends with Rachel and we decided that we wanted to do some more training. Rachel likes to do things properly, so she found out that the best place to learn improvised comedy was Second City in Chicago. I borrowed a lot of money and we went to do the Second City writing, improv and musical-improv intensives. I loved it. I learned a lot. While we were there, another student asked us if we’d been to the improv school iO. We hadn’t. We had not even heard of it, so we went up the road to watch some other improv. I saw TJ and Dave and it was the best thing. It blew my mind. Even though it was played with object work and a blank set, I remembered (still remember) the whole show as a movie. It was one of the most elegant plays I had ever seen and not a word had been written beforehand. This was my – our – new passion. Rachel and I went back to Brighton and in our naivety we booked an hour-long twoprov show. It went very well, so we did it for another eleven years…


I kept playing with The Maydays while I qualified then practised as a massage therapist, worked in the Gardner Arts Centre box office and did the occasional acting job. Three years after Second City, I borrowed more money and went to iO Chicago in 2008. I did the five-week intensive and it turned my whole brain upside down. Rachel and I had been cobbling together our own systems from what we had seen at iO and learned at Second City. This time, most of The Maydays came along. A couple went to The Annoyance which is yet another Chicago improv school with its own brilliant philosophy. We learned together and we got deeper into longform. The year before we went, we were already doing Mayday! The Musical with only our own longform training. We won Best Comedy Show at the Brighton Festival, had a local radio sitcom and wrote a lighthearted column for the local paper. The cast of The Maydays changed gradually over the years. We all trained in different places and the company brought over improvisers from the States at least annually to keep developing our work (including the excellent Jason Chin and super-smart Bill Arnett). I was stretching out and working with other people on many different improv projects.


UCB has also been a big influence on my work as I have worked with so many directors and teachers from and within that school. I have performed with The Maydays at the Del Close Marathon in New York and been lucky enough to play with some of UCB’s veteran improvisers.


Now


The last twelve+ years with The Maydays is quite a mishmash of memories and people, but it’s my improv home. Over this period I’ve been back to Chicago multiple times and played in Whirled News Tonight, The Armando Diaz Experience, Messing With a Friend and Baby Wants Candy among others. I now travel the world performing as well as teaching improv for festivals, in public classes and for businesses, keeping my base in London and working with The Maydays (performing, teaching and directing longform), Project2 (science-fiction longform), Hoopla (teaching and corporate improv), the Destination podcast (longform improv) and various other shows. I’m an actor and I pay the mortgage with commercials, theatre and comedy shows, corporate improv training, coaching teams and performing improv. It’s a pretty great place to be.





How to Use This Book


Read this book from front to back, doing the weekly exercises as you go along. I have collated essays and exercises in this way so that there is a journey for you to follow. Revisit the various articles and games when you need them. There are solo and group exercises every week so that you can use either or both. Put it in your diary and don’t book over it. If you have to, move it rather than cancelling. Choose a space and time where you’ll be free from distractions. See it as a course and hold yourself to account to find the time to do it every week. If you do mess up and miss a whole week because something unprecedented happens, don’t give up, pick it up and keep going.


Weekly Practice


Read


This book is built like a twelve-week course, so go ahead and read the essays in each chapter every week.


Improvise


There will be questions to fill in and exercises to try. Some will be fun and easy, others might be harder. Some will suit you, some won’t. This art form contradicts itself, so try everything and see what works for you.


I have included solo and group exercises with every chapter, so that even if you are isolated where you live you can still rehearse. If you do have a group you can work with, it’s sometimes hard to get everyone together on the same day or time. Over the years, I have always found it easier to get people together on the same day every week. Mondays have always been sacred to The Maydays (even though we have switched from evenings to daytimes) and Project2 often do a season of regular rehearsals a few times a year. This book takes you through twelve weeks, so plan every one with your group and/or make space in your diary for solo work.


Brian Jim O’Connell (iO West) recommends doing five minutes of solo improvisation a day because it’s much more likely that you’ll stick to a tiny length of time than starting out trying to do thirty minutes and quitting early because you failed. Playing a rhyming game while you shower or monologuing before you fall asleep are pretty easy (unless you share a bed). I will suggest specific exercises in every chapter; do them all if you can.


If you are able to do a show in front of an audience too, great!


Watch


How will you know what improv is unless you’ve seen it? Seeing one show isn’t enough. That would be like reading just one book and thinking that qualifies you to write one.


When it’s a good show, you get to see collaboration as magic. Watching is also a great way of being part of your local improv community and it will give you opportunities to play with different people, talk about the art and make new chums with similar interests. If you are a performance improviser it’s a great way to find out what you like and don’t like in terms of style and to find role models and inspiration for your work.


Watching improv is nearly as good as practising, as long as you don’t treat it as a passive experience. Whether the show is successful or not, you can be doing improv in your head. You can spot themes, remember character names, decide what you would do next in that situation and log exciting ways of playing and editing.


I understand it can be difficult for some people to watch improv. If you can’t afford it, offer to help out in exchange for a ticket or find free shows. If you don’t have time, make time. If you’re meeting a friend or partner, see a show with them. If you work in the evenings, or there is no live improv near you, watch it online. If you are seriously busy all the time, get up ten minutes earlier and watch a bit. You might live somewhere that doesn’t have an improv scene yet. It could be a little early on for me to say “create one” and if it is, there is plenty of stuff online that you can watch. Many theatres have started streaming their shows live, either for free or super-cheap.


If you are busy gigging, then make sure you stay till the end of the show and watch the other acts. If you do have the time, money and inclination, I would really recommend making a pilgrimage to Chicago, New York, London or another huge improv hub or going to a European improv festival to watch improv every night and take classes.


Reflect


Take at least ten minutes to reflect on how you’re doing at the end of each week and write down your findings.




Did you find anything hard or super-easy?


Was anything ridiculous and didn’t make any sense?


Do you hate/love your work?


Do you hate/love your team?


How was rehearsal?


How was the show you saw?


What else came up?


Are there any areas you want to work on?


Anything else?





Read Improvise Watch Reflect


When you’re ready to start your twelve weeks:




•Get a notebook and pen that you like the look of, or carry this book around and write all over it.


•Book time in your diary to rehearse (solo and/or with a group).


•Book an improv show to watch.


•Book ten to twenty minutes in your diary in which to reflect on your first week.


•Start! Read and follow Week One.







”We only get so many scenes in our lifetime, so why go in afraid?”


TJ and Dave








Curse of the Pioneer


This section is specifically for those readers who are teachers or leaders in their improv community. First of all, thank you for reading this when you already know a lot about improv and thank you for still having an open mind.


Perhaps you’re the first person in your small community to learn about improv, or perhaps just longform. Either you moved from a big improv scene to a smaller place, or you journeyed to an improv Mecca and want to bring the longform back home. Trent Pancy from Tampere, Finland, lived and studied in Chicago, Neil Curran has been learning in New York for years but lives in Dublin, Ireland, and there are many more pioneers out there.


When I learned longform in Chicago in 2005, I came back to Brighton with Rachel Blackman very excited to teach it to everyone. The problem was that no one there had heard of it or seen it. I attempted to take more classes in London, but there were very few available. There were classes approaching longform, but it was narrative, heavily directed, or there was a kind of serious actor corner where the work was closer to Forum theatre. I couldn’t find Harolds or sweep edits or tag-outs anywhere I went in London or Brighton. That meant that Rachel and I were attempting to teach what we had learned in the States to The Maydays when they simply hadn’t seen longform. We didn’t have the vocabulary that we do today and we were often making up our own terminology just to help get the group on board.


Here are my thoughts for the pioneers and for the people who work with them.


Pass on everything you have learned but make sure that you are not giving people a doctrine


Help them to understand that they are individuals who can make a glorious Voltron (giant super-robot) together. You can hold the authority in the room while still keeping an honest balance between the things you’re certain of and the things you are still exploring.


There’s plenty to watch


When I started, resources online were much more limited. Now, even if you’re the first person in your town to improvise, you can still watch hours of excellent longform shows. Chicago twoprov TJ and Dave have a Vimeo channel, Dasariski film loads of their shows and so on. I remember being ridiculously excited when the book Art by Committee had a DVD in the back featuring Chicago’s tag-edited comedy show Beer Shark Mice and other teams.


Give up control


This is the hardest one. Because Rachel and I led our community through longform in the early years, I still have a little bit of the caretaker left in my work. On a bad day, that means that I can’t trust my fellow players; I fill the space a little too quickly. When fun stuff is happening I become the grown-up who’s making sense of it all. The thing is, that isn’t anyone’s fault but mine. If I caretake less but break out and add to the silly and funny too, others will take care of me. If I relent to that tiny gap where others haven’t come on stage, they will learn to fill that space because they’re not relying on me to do it. In some companies, the leader or director who brought that show together will continue to stay in that position. They will verbally direct the show from inside or outside of scenes and that way, the improv doesn’t get to do what it does best, which is become the sum of the people inside of it. If it’s always your hard initiation driving the scene, or your voiceover telling the story, you’ll get bored of yourself and your cast will settle into that dynamic. Fuck it all up in the best way you can. Get out of the way of your community and join back in as a reactive, supportive player. Try responding more than you initiate, avoid walk-ons unless they really support the show, and allow yourself to take risks where you trust your new group to support you. Make moves you don’t yet understand.


Learn from your students


What do they do better than you? Even if they’re not stronger improvisers yet, I’ll bet some of them have better physicality, emotional honesty, rhyming, game (and more) than you.


Your style isn’t the only one


Emotional and character players that grow in a ‘gamey’ community can dislike their own work because they have learned that fast and funny is the aim, and humanity is less valuable. Of course, the perfect show would have all of the above. One of my students from last weekend said: “I’m scared that if I’m honest and speak my own mind on stage, I’ll just cry.” With the right support, what an incredible scene that would be. Another said: “I can’t keep up. When it gets really wacky, I just can’t see what is true about it.” So she doesn’t go on stage at that point. The point when we need her the most; where her truth and emotional honestly would ground a crazy scene and make the funny funnier.




”With great responsibility, comes even more responsibility.”


Beautifully misquoted from Stan Lee by one of my students







Week One:
The Basics


There are a lot of rules or guidelines around improvisation but improv is not maths. A rule that proves useful in making great scenes may only work ninety per cent of the time or stop a new improviser from making a choice that could have been hilarious or heartfelt. The basics here are training wheels to help simulate the feeling of being in a successful, funny scene. You can also use them as a checklist to save a scene that is not going well.


The most useful basic is fun. Improv is fun. If you’re having fun, your co-stars are having fun and the audience is enjoying watching you: you are doing great.





The Basics


Listen


Listening is the most important aspect of communication. If you don’t listen, then how can you respond in a valuable way? Listening doesn’t just mean hearing the words, it also means noticing body language and emotional undertones. Try listening until the end of the sentence and not formulating your response until you have heard everything the other person wants to say.


Get on the same page


We can quickly get on the same page as other people. The reason improvisation is such an interesting art form is that we are creating something together right now. It is different to what any of the individuals would have created on their own. If you have a great idea, leave space for the other improviser to join you and expand your idea. If you don’t have an idea, add to what you have learned from listening to your scene partner and build the scene together.


’Yes-and’


Sometimes, we can be a little quick to judge an idea before it has been fully explored. However ‘bad’ ideas are often at the root of or the inspiration for good ones.


We can avoid conflict by saying yes and have more comedy and fun than argument in the scene. A great example is the sword-fighting scene between Inigo Montoya and The Dread Pirate Roberts in The Princess Bride. They are verbally admiring each other’s sword-fighting skills while trying to kill one another.


Initially teachers tell you that everything must be met with a literal ‘yes-and’ because we want you to accept and build on what your scene partner is giving you. We give you exercises where we make ‘yes-and’ a bit of text that you have to use at the beginning of every line.




PLAYER ONE: “You need to stop eating cake, Annette.”


PLAYER TWO: “Yes – and I will give up fizzy drinks too.”





Later on, you will be able to see the subtleties of what is actually blocking the scene and what makes for a better one. You can say ‘no’ as the character, but ‘yes’ as the actor.




PLAYER ONE: “You need to stop eating cake, Annette.”


PLAYER TWO: “I’ll just have a couple more pieces.”





They are saying ‘no’ to stopping eating, but ‘yes’ to the suggestion that they are a character who likes to eat a lot of cake.


Denial isn’t something only beginners do. At the start, it will be as obvious as:




PLAYER ONE: “I am a police officer.”


PLAYER TWO: “No, you’re a plumber.”





Much later it can be something as subtle as:




PLAYER ONE: “Let’s arrest this man.”


PLAYER TWO: “Troy – he’s too fast for us.”





It sounds like an offer, but it’s also an excuse to not arrest this man. Try arresting him while he runs away and that’s fine, but don’t find reasons not to do something your partner suggests. I did this in a show two nights ago. I found a reason not to jump on a sex swing with my husband. He offered that he hadn’t screwed it in very well to the ceiling, so I thought it wasn’t a good idea. A realistic response, but comedy would rather we put ourselves in trouble.


Agree with the reality


If you’re in a scene set in a McDonald’s and you’ve never been to one, it doesn’t matter; this is your McDonald’s. This one can work any way you like: more staff than customers, only salads, oak booths, comfortable sofas and table service. That is how this McDonald’s works. The important thing about this is that everyone agrees with the new world rules. If we have table service in McDonald’s now, that’s how it works for the whole show.


Commit


How you say what you say is often the thing that inspires people to get on board. Imagine someone getting on their knees with a wedding ring and half-heartedly asking you to marry them. I mean: you wouldn’t. But if it seemed like a defining moment in their life, you’d at least have to think about it. Committing to an idea doesn’t mean you have to love it yourself but it shows that idea in its best light so that others can enjoy it. There must be something about it that made it pop into your head in the first place?


When beginners fail to commit, they put a question mark at the end of their offer, do a face that suggests what they said was a mistake or just look horribly awkward and apologetic in their physicality. More experienced improvisers might undercommit by calling out something that went ‘wrong’ with the scene: “Well, that went weird.” It might even be hard to tell whether it’s the character or the performer who’s making the offer, but it will get a laugh and therefore release some of the tension in a scene – tension that might have made the scene more successful in the long term.


Know


A good way of committing in improvisation is to play an expert. In improvisation we are always making things up as we go along, but sometimes we don’t have the facts at our disposal. Perhaps someone says: “Ah, Doctor, thank goodness you’re here.” What on earth are you going to do now? This is scary because you don’t know the first thing about medicine, but you know that you need to say yes to the offer. You might want to say: “Yes, I am a doctor and it’s my first day.”


Perhaps that feels safer, but if it’s your first day as a doctor, you should still know all about your chosen profession. It can feel like a safety net, in case it all goes wrong but here’s the fun news: you can’t get it wrong. You can be any kind of doctor you like because you are in your own universe and even if you don’t know the word for colonoscopy in real life, in improv it can be called ‘a poop-piping procedure’ and everyone will be on board. So, instead of it being your first day, be an expert, be the best doctor you could possibly be. “Yes, I am a doctor, I am the foremost doctor of Spilifics and my speciality is Doodlebing.”


Make it look intentional


Commitment is the basic level of selling your idea or performance. Later on, when we have got over apologising or doing a cringe face when we’re not sure about our offers, we can make every move look intentional. If your body goes to do something (like editing) and you don’t follow, it looks like a mistake. If you talk over someone, it looks like a mistake. If you keep talking over them, or keep walking when you meant to edit, it looks like a choice. Lean into anything that wasn’t supposed to go that way, signalling to the audience that everything is an active choice, as if your theatre director planned the show or rehearsal this way for a reason.


I would also add the following basics that we’ll look at in detail later with exercises:


Make your scene partner look good (and give them a good time)


If you’re making your scene partner look good and they’re doing the same for you, the whole show will look good. The better you know another improviser, the more you can give them the improv they like to play on stage and everyone will have more fun.


Trust that they’re doing the same for you (even if they’re not)


If you believe that everyone is making you look good, you will enjoy the show a lot more and be more giving and less competitive. There must be a reason that they gave you this offer? What opportunity do they want to give you?
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