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To all my students


– thanks for the education






The most vulgar ruffians and mountebanks get it into their heads that they can draw crowds and entertain them with words, and like so many bumptious Hercules in golden chains they try to perform improvised plays in public squares, mangling the soggetti, speaking off the point, gesturing like lunatics and, what’s worse, indulging in a thousand scurrilities and obscenities, in order to extract a sordid income from the purses of the spectators.


From Dell’arte rappresentativa, premeditate ed all’improvviso (The Art of Staging Plays, Premeditated and Improvised), ‘A Treatise on Acting from Memory and by Improvisation’ by Andrea Perrucci, the Neapolitan, 1699







Foreword


Henry Lewis, Artistic Director, Mischief Theatre


‘Don’t make rules, make principles,’ Adam always told us in his improv classes. It’s a fantastic ethos not just for improvisation but for theatre-makers and storytellers of all kinds. Rules box you in; principles free you and, in my opinion, it’s impossible to create anything that’s really original unless you look beyond the rules.


I first met Adam Meggido, the extremely wise writer of this insightful book, back in 2008. It was my first day on the One-Year Foundation Course at LAMDA (London Academy of Music & Dramatic Art). Adam was the head of the course and took our improvisation classes; classes which immediately became my favourite part of the excellent theatrical training LAMDA has to offer. My twenty-nine classmates and I sat on the scuffed, beige dance matting at the beginning of an awesome journey.


Adam isn’t just an excellent improviser, he’s also an excellent teacher of improvisation. Many people who are truly brilliant in their field lack the skill of being able to pass on their genius, and of course there are many great teachers who communicate theory very well, but Adam is a rare combination of both. In his classes, as he does in this book, he transforms the seemingly impossible into something exceptionally practical with his trademark patience, charm and clarity – and from the first session our year group fell in love. How wonderful it felt to be able to walk into class at 10 in the morning and leave an hour-and-a-half later having created two-dozen characters, ten new scenes, five songs and a love story, all while laughing more than we ever had in our lives. In the all-consuming drama-school bio-dome of Shakespearian text, emotional memory and Alexander Technique, improv was an oasis of fun and play – it has informed my career in huge ways. Mischief Theatre may well have never existed without it.


A few weeks into our training, Adam announced that he and his improv gang were presenting a show at The Wheatsheaf, a pub in Fitzrovia. It was an improvised musical he said, with live music and off-the-cuff songs. We all bought tickets immediately and we had the time of our lives watching Only the Dead Can Dance. The audience loved every minute, seeing ideas they had just invented off the top of their heads being transformed into live songs and action just moments later. It was hysterically funny, electrically exciting, and as live as live can be. This early iteration of course went on to become Showstopper! The Improvised Musical, Adam’s brainchild, and probably the most successful live improv show in the world today.


My theatre company, Mischief, began as an improv troupe while we were still training at LAMDA. Thirteen of the twenty-nine of us who sat on the scuffed, beige dance matting took an improvised show up to the Edinburgh Fringe the very next summer. We were green and the show was rough and ready to say the least. I remember one slightly unfortunate promo performance for a small family audience where an upbeat, ukulele song about a monkey on a bus took an unintended dark turn…




‘Monkey on a bus!


Monkey on a bus!


Don’t know what the fuss is,


Don’t know what the fuss is,


Now the policeman’s ended all the monkey’s fun with a gun,


The monkey’s dead.’





The family whose four-year-old daughter had suggested ‘Monkey on a Bus’ as a song title immediately walked out. We managed to keep the other four or five families in the room until Bert the Bus Conductor was asked what he kept in his special magic box, to which (under the pressure of performance) he responded, ‘Dead women.’ The remaining families exited and the gig finished there.


At LAMDA, Adam talked much about learning through failure, and we certainly did that day. But that Edinburgh show of ours was the beginning of a journey that was to change my life completely. Over the following years, Mischief began to grow, members came and went, some stayed on at LAMDA, and some went on to train elsewhere, but we always got together every weekend to work on our improv craft. We began doing shows in London and headed back to Edinburgh every summer.


Mischief now does less performance improv and more scripted comedy, but improv in many ways sits at the heart of everything we do. It was our formative years doing improv that allowed us to discover the comedy dynamics that worked best for us and to develop a group chemistry. All our new scripts are workshopped before going into production and through improv a huge amount of new material is discovered. Thanks to our improv work we learned the principles of storytelling that we use in our writing to this day.


In 2017, we presented Mischief Movie Night in the West End, a reworking of our early film-themed improv show Lights! Camera! Improvise! We asked Adam to come on board as improvisation consultant; we’d worked with him on other projects since LAMDA but it was wonderful to look at improv with him again. He had a wealth of new exercises and a slightly different but finely honed approach to the subject, which he fully explores in this book. An approach that focuses less on the ‘dos and don’ts’ and more on developing practical skills in areas of performance that improvisers need. Looking at status, storytelling and scene work, letting the improv take care of itself. It’s a practical guide that strips away the cult-like mystique that improv is often shrouded in and provides an accessible handbook that anyone can learn from.


Adam has taken improv further forward than anyone else in the UK. In the book Adam quotes his mentor Ken Campbell as saying, ‘There’s no point improvising unless it’s better than scripted stuff!’ Adam’s winning of the 2016 Olivier Award in a category consisting otherwise entirely of scripted work is surely a lasting testament to the fact that he and the Showstoppers have achieved this.


Mischief Theatre was founded in 2008 by a group of graduates from the London Academy of Music & Dramatic Art. The company’s scripted and improvised comedy has been performed in the West End, across the UK, on Broadway and on all continents barring Antarctica! Notable productions include The Play That Goes Wrong (Best New Comedy, Olivier Awards 2015), The Comedy About A Bank Robbery and Peter Pan Goes Wrong. From Autumn 2019 the company had a residency in the West End at the Vaudeville Theatre featuring Groan Ups and Magic Goes Wrong, created with Penn & Teller. Their first full-length TV series, The Goes Wrong Show, was broadcast from Christmas 2019. Mischief Theatre is led by Artistic Director Henry Lewis and Company Director Jonathan Sayer.




Preface


This book will help you to improvise narrative drama and comedy in a group on stage. If you are new to this subject, it will guide you through the principles and techniques from scratch. For those with more experience it provides an opportunity to re-examine how improvisation is studied and practised, addressing a number of misunderstandings and confusions, while broadening the approach to, and awareness of, the subject in general. It is also aimed at groups working with or without guidance, and teachers for classes of all ages and levels of experience.


Feel free to skip ahead past the games/exercises and come back to them when relevant.


A note


Some people call it impro, some call it improv.


I have opted for improv, for no other reason than I prefer the sound of the word.
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A confession: I used to hate improvisation.


I was sixteen. I just didn’t get it. It seemed to be an arena where people competed to be the funniest or the loudest and, being neither, I assumed it wasn’t for me.


I enjoyed watching the popular TV show Whose Line Is It Anyway?, but other improvisation I saw was scrappy at best and smug at worst, so I opted to continue my journey along the well-trodden path of ‘proper’ theatre instead.


In 2004 I met legendary British theatre maverick Ken Campbell, who had recently returned from the Canadian city of Edmonton, Alberta, where he saw a troupe called Die-Nasty perform an improvised soap opera. ‘It was better than scripted stuff,’ declared Ken, and it rekindled his interest in making-things-up-on-the-spot. Ken fondly remembered Keith Johnstone and the Theatre Machine in the 1960s, when improvised performance could be seen regularly at the Royal Court Theatre in London.


Ken had been commissioned by Mark Rylance to create an entertainment for the 2005 Shakespeare birthday celebrations at Shakespeare’s Globe. He’d been revisiting improv with actors in Liverpool and now, gathering a small group of performers in London, Ken challenged us to improvise in the style of Shakespeare. Emulating the Bard was not enough – the aim was to improve upon the original.


This enterprise wasn’t as unusual as you might think. Elizabethan acting troupes often extemporised around well-known stories, continuing a tradition passed down from the travelling players of the Italian Commedia dell’Arte. Hamlet warns his players: ‘Let those that play your clowns speak no more than is set down for them’ (Act Three, Scene Two). Evidently, improv was common back then, especially when clowning around.


For actor, director and stage designer Edward Gordon Craig, improvising lay at the very heart of the debate about Shakespearean authorship: ‘I believe that the improvisators – and the comedians of that day were great improvisators – contributed a great deal to the Comedies, and not a little to several of the Tragedies. I believe the plays grew to their present literary perfection.’1 For Craig, what he called ‘part authorship of the world’s masterpieces’2 could be attributed directly to actors.


Perhaps improvising Shakespeare wasn’t only possible, but was, in fact, normal.


The four initial workshops with Ken in a North London squat were so enlightening and enjoyable that I organised regular gatherings so our group could continue the work. The celebration at Shakespeare’s Globe was called Shall We Shog? and featured teams from London, Liverpool and Newcastle in bouts of ‘competitive poltroonery.’ Mark Rylance got hit by an apple thrown from the yard. I leapt about with dancing dogs. It was a riot – wild, edgy and entertaining. Everything theatre is supposed to be.


I carried on improvising and my life changed direction completely. I had quite forgotten about ‘proper’ theatre.


The Canadian Die-Nasty players hold an annual fifty-hour Soap-a-Thon. Yes, a completely improvised show lasting fifty hours, starting on a Friday evening and finishing on Sunday night. Some of the performers, musicians and technicians stay awake for the entire event, playing right the way through two consecutive nights, in order to access what they refer to as the ‘lizard brain’. The sleep deprivation makes participants too tired to censor themselves or worry about anything any more, resulting in a euphoric and liberated playing style. In 2005 Ken and his manager Colin Watkeys arranged for Die-Nasty veterans Dana Andersen and Davina Stewart to fly over from Edmonton and direct a (mere) thirty-six-hour tryout with about twenty performers, hosted by the Inn On The Green in Ladbroke Grove, London. Dana had worked with inspirational American improv pioneer Del Close for many years but our experience of improvising was minimal. How were we to create a day-and-a-half of drama off the cuff?


Well, the vital thing was to say ‘yes’ to each other, to stop arguing and build our scenes by working in agreement. This was challenging because our instincts led us to conflict and argument, which we felt would make for interesting drama. It didn’t. During one of the short breaks, Dana implored us:


•   Don’t ever say ‘no’.


•   Work around it.


•   Do not say the word ‘no’.


•   Leave it out of your vocabulary.


•   Saying ‘yes’ will bring surprises and will dig you deeper.


•   Saying ‘yes’ will make the world open up.


I also observed how Dana – who directed by calling set-ups for each scene – frequently recalled events and motifs that had happened earlier (which I later learned was reincorporation or a callback) and how there was no such thing as a mistake. ‘A mistake is a gift from the improv gods,’ declared Dana. We couldn’t make a mistake. We were free. I had never experienced anything like it.


In those thirty-six hours I was exposed to (I won’t say learned exactly) the basics of improvisation.


For the first time I realised improvising was a craft that anyone could learn, and wondered why it hadn’t been more widely taught in schools, drama schools, colleges and universities. I wondered why I hadn’t done more of it, and why my reference and understanding was limited to Whose Line Is It Anyway? I wondered why it had almost no commercial profile in Britain, despite the thriving scenes in Canada and the US, which were feeding straight into mainstream comedy, film and television.


The following year we performed a series of shows with Ken at the Royal Court Theatre for its fiftieth-anniversary celebrations: Décor Without Production, performed on the sets of whatever plays were running at the time. Ken sat downstage-right with a little table, usually surrounded by books and esoteric knick-knacks, and set a series of improvised challenges to a cast of six or seven players – games (a scene where nobody can use the letter ‘E’); songs (in the style of Stephen Sondheim); and short plays (inspired by whatever Ken was reading at the time – back then ventriloquism and Tuvan throat-singing were particular preoccupations of his).


I was often paired with a member of the audience or a guest who knew nothing about being on stage. Part of my task was ‘to make them look good’ (another popular improv maxim, as I would later learn), to support them, give them confidence and somehow steer them into making impressive tableaux.


Still lacking any real craft in improv, my preparation technique for these shows was to get drunk.


‘There’s no point improvising unless it’s better than scripted stuff!’ challenged Ken. He wasn’t suggesting the resultant content, if transcribed, should be better than something a writer had time to refine and polish (although that seems no bad thing to aspire to). Instead, Ken was referring to the spirit of the enterprise. Audiences, knowing the performers were making everything up in the moment, could refresh their appreciation of theatre’s essential quality – its liveness.


It was also a mantra to encourage excellence. The nervous novice improvises while signalling: ‘Don’t judge me, because I’m making this up as I go along.’ But to make improvised performance really count, the performer has to be more committed, more dedicated, braver.


The clarion call for bravery spoke to me most at this time.


Over the following decade, improvisation enjoyed a surge in popularity in the UK. I am thrilled to be a part of this revival, as co-creator and director of Showstopper! The Improvised Musical, which started out in a tiny Portakabin at the 2008 Edinburgh Festival Fringe and went on to run in London’s West End. I am also the consultant director on Austentatious: An Improvised Jane Austen Novel and Mischief Movie Night, both of which played West End runs in 2018 (Mischief Movie Night was nominated in the Best New Comedy category at the Olivier Awards). Improvisation was becoming prominent in mainstream theatre again. Dozens of new groups were being formed, teachers from North America were visiting the UK more regularly, and training centres for the study and practice of improv started to emerge. When Showstopper! first went to Edinburgh there were about a dozen improvised shows on the Fringe. Within ten years that number had risen to over one hundred, and requests were made for improvisation to have its own section in the Fringe programme. A UK improv scene was burgeoning. However, so too was confusion over its study and practice.


When I started improvising I performed instinctively, with little craft, but with plenty of guts and bravado. Later I realised I had lost the naive, joyous fearlessness of the novice who doesn’t yet know how much there is to know.


I read voraciously, only to discover that many books about improv recycle the same ideas that have been around for the past forty years. Most alarmingly, the developing language and methodology is increasingly detached from acting and theatre, as if performing without a script isn’t really acting at all, and presenting oneself on stage doesn’t need to relate to any understanding of theatre. When improvisation ignores its heritage – dramatic construction, stagecraft, acting technique – it becomes a self-regarding indulgence more for the benefit of its players than its audiences.


I also felt the subject was frequently being mistaught. Instruction was, and to a large degree still is, based on what has gone before rather than what might be possible. I encountered a number of teachers and students alike hampered by an unhealthy obsession with rules.


I have learned to be suspicious of anyone who advocates a ‘right way’ or even a ‘best way’ to improvise. In fact, the more dogmatic the approach, the more suspicious I become, although I can understand why such approaches prove popular. In a subject so broad and filled with unknowns, the aggressive didact appears to provide certainty, much like religious leaders or life coaches who sidestep important and difficult debates by providing ‘the definitive answer’. Guruism, usually self-declared, is on the rise in improvisation.


While writing and researching this book I became acutely aware of how much disagreement there is over terminology. Some of the language we use to define and discuss improvisation is outdated and requires revision. Like any art, improvisation is constantly evolving. As Viola Spolin, one of the progenitors of the subject in its modern form, observes: ‘Styles of theater change radically with the passing of years, for the techniques of the theater are the techniques of communicating.’3 This perpetual state of flux can be unsettling, hence not only is there differentiation of terminology but increased fervour amid practitioners to own elements of the practice or have the right answer. Some instructors are so audacious as to declare that their way is the true way, and I have heard many projects dismissed because they are not considered to be pure improvisation, as if advocating a eugenics programme for playfulness.


As Dana Andersen once said to me with a weary sigh: ‘Ahhh, you know, sometimes you meet these folk who think they invented pretending.’


It’s all pretending. Nobody owns pretending and only a fool or a charlatan would claim their way was the only way. There are countless ways to paint pictures and make music.


This book is a re-examination of the whole subject.


You might know nothing about improvisation and be exploring it without preconceptions. You might be influenced by Del Close, the founder of Chicago’s Second City, who inspired generations of comedians, writers and movie stars in America, or Keith Johnstone, whose journey took him from being a London art teacher to the foundation of Loose Moose in Calgary. You might be excited by Tina Fey, Amy Poehler and the Upright Citizens Brigade of New York City, or intrigued by the early experimental theatre techniques of Viola Spolin. Maybe you studied clowning at Lecoq in Paris or with Philippe Gaulier, or did improv with a drama group, at college, or on a course. Or you enjoy quickfire comedy like Whose Line?, or the archetype mask-plays of the Commedia dell’Arte…


…or some other theatrical practice I’ve never heard of.


No one way is better than any other. It’s about what you enjoy and, ultimately, what you are trying to achieve.


Improvisation is ancient. We have been ‘making things up on the spot’ for much longer than we have been writing things down. You improvise most of your daily life. You don’t go around with a script and sometimes you don’t even have a plan. Improvisation is natural and most people do it easily without realising it. But when placed in front of others and asked to entertain, without script or preparation, many will experience anxiety, tension and stress. What if, amid all those seemingly infinite possibilities, you do something wrong? Or boring? Or what if you reveal something about yourself? Is that bad?


This book is designed to make things simpler. With so many methods, approaches, schools of thought and techniques out there, I’m going to focus on the few basic principles that work for all forms of improvised performance. And I’m also providing a guide for those of you planning to work in narrative improvisation – in other words, how groups of performers can spontaneously create stories, plays and other theatrical presentations that stand alongside their scripted counterparts.


Nobody learns improv overnight. And it may not be a skill that one can ever master. Jeff Haslam of Die-Nasty once said to me: ‘It’s not possible to be an expert in this subject.’ I agree.


A book can only be a guide. You have to get onto a stage and try things out with other people. The American writer/ director David Mamet reminds us that reading everything there is to read about the history of boxing won’t help us in the ring.


Your journey, of course, is your own. I can’t say which methods and techniques will work best for you, but I can share my experiences and what I have learned along the way. My focus at all times will be on the most basic principles, without which all improvisers are lost.


In the introduction to his book The Crafty Art of Playmaking, Alan Ayckbourn issues a ‘mild apology’4 that most of the examples he gives throughout are drawn from his own plays. While I share his fears of self-aggrandisement, I can assure you that I also share his motives; life lessons are often more usefully drawn from personal experience (and are easier to remember). As such, I refer to shows I have been most closely involved in as a player and/or director, namely: Showstopper! The Improvised Musical, the London Fifty-Hour Improvathons, The School of Night and Rhapsodes, my work with Canadian companies Die-Nasty and Rapid Fire Theatre, as well as the UK’s own Mischief Movie Night and Austentatious. I will also refer to other shows and practitioners along the way. You don’t need to have seen any of these productions to understand the points being illustrated.


Much of the work in this book was developed at the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art (LAMDA), where I have been teaching since 2004. Some of the exercises are my own and were developed in the classroom, some have been developed from the work of other practitioners and teachers, and some come from long-established sources which remain relevant and effective.


Improvising can be hugely enjoyable. It often creates an environment where groups of people can share ideas, find consensus with each other and support risk-taking, while encouraging growth and expression for the individual and the community. There is much to discover and enjoy for the professional performer and hobbyist alike. Some become evangelical about it (British improv pioneer Jim Sweeney refers to such enthusiasts as ‘born-again improvisers’). Many proudly declare ‘improv changed my life’. There are teachers who boldly promise that ‘learning improv will make you a better person’.


I won’t make you that promise (who can? I mean, really?). But I do know that fun without discipline can be indulgence, and the more disciplined my work is, the more I enjoy it.


Whether you are looking to get involved in all this for the first time, or if you already have some experience but want to deepen your understanding of this exciting, stimulating and ever-evolving art form – read on.


Terminology


Improvisation essentially means ‘unrehearsed’, ‘spontaneous’, ‘created in the moment’. In other words – ‘making it up as you go along’.


Before investigating the work of Spolin, Johnstone, Close et al., I had only ever encountered improvisation as an actor in the rehearsal room. A director might say: ‘Okay, put the scripts down and just improvise the scene in your own words,’ or we would be developing a new play with the writer present and asked to explore different scenarios by improvising them. We would try things out, have a discussion, and then try again with new instructions. Most actors or students of theatre will be familiar with these ways of working.


I call this development improvisation. Here, improv is used to refine, rework and improve a final scripted product. The elements of improvisation remain private to the rehearsal room or studio, and are not seen by a paying audience. (The filmmaker Mike Leigh famously commits to many months of improvisation with his actors in order to generate a finished screenplay.)


In performance improvisation, the performers engage the audience without a script and often with nothing prepared or rehearsed in advance. Dialogue, plot, action and characters can all be either entirely improvised or improvised around a few predetermined ideas. For example, in Austentatious the performers know they will play in the style of Jane Austen; their set and costumes are all prepared, but they have no idea what the story, characters or dialogue will be. Inspiration for the content of these shows tends to come from the audience, which is often asked for suggestions by the performers: ‘Where does this scene take place?’ or ‘What is this story called?’


This book is about performance improvisation, although an understanding of its basic principles and techniques will help immeasurably with development improvisation.


◊ ◊ ◊


Broadly speaking, there are three types of performance improvisation – shortform, longform and narrative.5 These are all terms currently being used by improvisers (in the UK, at least).


In researching this book I asked twenty improvisers, from different countries, backgrounds and levels of experience, to define the three terms above.


No two answers were the same.


So, in the interests of simplification and clarity, permit me to suggest some basic definitions.


Shortform


•   Games and scenes that don’t have any narrative connection with each other.


•   The emphasis tends towards comedic entertainment, although these scenes and games can explore any kind of theme or content.


•   Audiences are usually asked to provide some information immediately before every scene or game, e.g. ‘What genre is this scene in?’ or ‘What is the relationship between these two characters?’


Whose Line Is It Anyway? and Keith Johnstone’s Theatresports™ are well-known examples of shortform.


Longform


•   Scenes connect into an overall story or stories.


•   In most longforms, performers ask the audience for a single word at the start of the presentation in order to inspire everything that follows.


The most famous longform is called the Harold, although there are many others, including the Armando and La Ronde.


The form in shortform could be a game, a scene, or a song.


Whatever form it takes, it’s short – unlikely to last more than a few minutes.


The form in longform refers to structures and scene patterns that all players must agree on in advance in order to perform it. And it will be longer than a few minutes, with most commercial presentations typically lasting between thirty and seventy minutes.


The Harold, created by Del Close and Charna Halpern (and subsequently developed by many others), was initiated as a way of incorporating shortform games and scenes into an overall story. A traditional Harold is structured as follows:


1.  A group shortform game is followed by three scenes (1A, 1B, 1C).


2.  Then another shortform game is played, followed by the furtherance of the three original scenes (2A, 2B, 2C).


3.  A third game is followed by the conclusion of those recurring scenes (3A, 3B, 3C).


Numerous variants of the Harold have developed over time, but that’s the basic structure all players must be familiar with. Other longforms have structures too, some more complex, some less so.


Confused? Don’t worry. This is not a book about how to do a Harold. But the ideas and exercises herein apply to any kind of longform improvisation.


Narrative


In longform, the players explore a story using a predetermined structure.


In narrative, the players explore a story without any predetermined structure.


One could argue that all improvisation is narrative. Even a short scene tells some kind of story: connect any events and story begins to emerge. I have also heard the phrases ‘open longform’ and ‘free longform’ used to denote longform presentations without set structures, but the term narrative improvisation is increasingly being used in the UK and Europe. If you are presenting a play, musical or story without predetermined plan or structure, I’m suggesting the term narrative improvisation.


Showstopper! The Improvised Musical doesn’t follow a predetermined structure. The company, in fact, is discovering what kind of story it is telling as the performance unfolds. Mischief Movie Night establishes what genre of movie it will emulate (thriller, romantic comedy, documentary, etc.), and the players forge a story inspired by the requirements of that genre.


Improv can be comic, tragic, tragicomic, theatrical, metatheatrical, genre-based, naturalistic, heightened, farcical, satirical, clown, absurdist, for the camera, for the stage, or a mixture of any of these elements (and more), but it still fundamentally operates within the principles of drama and storytelling.


Now here’s the rub…


Many groups are, to their detriment, using shortform techniques to create longform and narrative improvisation.


Both brush and chisel can be used to create art, but one is better suited to the canvas and the other better suited to sculpture. It’s time to re-examine improvisation and figure out which tools work best for which purposes, to discover which tools are mislabelled or no longer useful, and to understand the guiding principles that, ultimately, all techniques serve.
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Many actors regard ‘being in the moment’ as the Holy Grail of acting. You might be familiar with the phrase: ‘Don’t act – just be.’ Improvised performance also reveres this desire to be present and react spontaneously. But if you are about to do a workshop with someone who claims they can teach you how to be in the moment – hold on. There are monks who have spent decades studying and meditating in the pursuit of being in the moment, and many of them will tell you that they are just getting started. To seek to ‘be in the moment’ is only the beginning of a journey.


You can learn how to play poker or chess in about twenty minutes, although excellence in those games may take a further twenty years of study and practice. It is the same with acting. The basic principles and techniques employed in order to be (or appear) spontaneous are relatively simple, but years of dedicated application and experience are required.


In order to be in the moment, it helps to know what has happened prior to the moment (your ‘given circumstances’) and what the character wants or hopes to achieve beyond the moment (your ‘intention’). The immediate past and imminent future are like bookends, structures that support and inform the actor in the present. Of the infinite possibilities as to how one might behave, reactions in the moment are primarily informed by what you want and what you know. Macbeth is startled when informed that the King is about to make him Thane of Cawdor because he knows the witches told him this would happen. Lady Macbeth inspires her husband to commit regicide because she wants him to become King. What we know of the past and what we want in the future help us understand how to be in the moment. All well and good when the lines are written down and the scene is rehearsed and analysed, but when the improviser doesn’t have any lines and doesn’t know what’s going to happen next, what then?


Actor/director Konstantin Stanislavsky, in recalling his early years upon the stage, remembers how many factors were contributing to his self-consciousness. His lines, his gestures, the costumes and lighting, his awareness of being watched by an audience, his own thought processes as he was performing, plus numerous other elements you have no doubt experienced if you have been on stage or screen. His eventual discovery, one of the vital tenets of acting, was that it helps to know where to put your attention.


Outward focus is the key to all effective acting, be it with or without a script.


Rules v. Principles




‘A thousand techniques are inferior to the single principle.’


David Mamet, quoting a ju-jitsu master





I used to teach a course at a film school helping directors to work with actors. Many of the participants could communicate easily with their technical departments (camera, sound, etc.) but when it came to interacting with actors they lacked the skills or vocabulary to be effective.


My approach was to take an overview of the subject of acting, examining various processes used by actors, exploring some helpful terminology and basic principles that apply to any situation.


The analogy might be: ‘We need to learn about agriculture. What is soil and how should it be treated? What is its chemical composition? How is it affected by weather and climate? How do seeds grow? What is required to cultivate them?’


The course participants were impatient. They wanted quick answers and easy fixes, and didn’t want to engage with the principles behind the subject. They weren’t interested in understanding the bigger picture about agriculture, they wanted me to teach them how to use the shiny new tractor they had seen someone using recently.


My response was to say: ‘I can give you the shiny new tractor but what will you do if it breaks down? Do you know how the machinery relates to soil, chemical balance and climate? Will you know when to upgrade your tractor and what to replace it with?’


There are numerous techniques in improvisation, and knowing them helps you build a diverse toolkit as a performer. But if you don’t know the principles behind the work then you won’t know how or when to use those tools.


Many of the so-called ‘rules of improvisation’ can create tension and confusion for the student. Separated from the principles of improvisation, rules become burdens, usually experienced by the novice as something they must remember under pressure.


Those of you who have studied improvisation may have encountered a number of these rules:


•   Don’t ask questions.


•   Don’t block.


•   Don’t change your point of view.


•   Don’t think.


It’s strange for a subject that is essentially about freedom of choice and expression to have so many rules beginning with the word don’t.


Screenwriting instructor Robert McKee reminds us that ‘Anxious, inexperienced writers obey rules. Rebellious, unschooled writers break rules. Artists master the form.’6


Rules are created during exploration. They are a reaction to investigation and discovery, used variously to protect, guide and nurture better practice and understanding. They are forged under very particular circumstances and are inevitably better suited to some situations than others.


The rule ‘don’t ask questions’ developed in response to a fear of decision-making in scenes. The novice improviser, observing their fellow performer miming some sort of activity, politely enquires as to what they are doing. Uncertain of their situation, they put pressure on other players to provide clarity. This kind of politeness and caution can kill a scene. Once the improviser is instead encouraged to make a statement – ‘That’s a great fire you’re building’, ‘You’re getting good at origami’ – the scene proceeds with confidence. Confidence is important. It helps the audience feel secure. Audiences don’t want to feel fearful for a performer. Seeing the performer in trouble and danger can be entertaining but a visibly nervous performer lacking in confidence is unsettling.


Of course you can have scenes with questions. Drama is filled with questions and debate. You can have scenes comprised entirely of questions if you wish. Try it out. Play a scene where the participants only ask questions and are not allowed to make statements. This can also be played as a competitive game. Two players, without hesitation, repetition or non sequitur, must play a scene comprised only of questions. As soon as someone fails to ask a question, or stalls, they are eliminated and a new player takes their place.


Instead of fixating on the rule we should consider the principles behind it. Try replacing: ‘Don’t ask questions’ with ‘A statement can be more effective than a question.’


As you continue your investigation into improvisation, take anything that has been offered as a rule and put it to the test. Try playing scenes adhering to the rule and try playing scenes where you intentionally break it. Seek, as McKee says, to understand the form.


Anything offered as a rule should undergo rigorous testing.




Three Basic Principles


Listening


Accepting


Committing





1. Listening


Listening, attention and behaviour


The best definition of listening I know comes from improvisers:




‘Listening is the willingness to be changed.’





Listening, for our purposes, is not solely aural. It is not merely retaining words or information. Listening requires paying attention to the demeanour and behaviour of others like a poker player looking for tells. Effective observation sparks impulses in the observer. These impulses are the lifeblood of your work.


All forms of drama, scripted or otherwise, require characters to affect each other. Real listening is the willingness to be affected and changed by what is said or done.


Improv is often analysed in terms of what people say, rather than what people are doing and how they are doing it. But observation of behaviour is essential because the majority of our communication is non-verbal.




A and B are holding hands.


A. I’m crazy about you.


B  (withdrawing her hand and presenting him with a terse smile). That’s wonderful.





B’s behaviour here tells us more than the words do.


The American acting teacher Sanford Meisner, who developed a methodology for training actors based on observation and repetition, said: ‘Acting is not talking. It is living off the other fellow.’7


Outward focus is the key to all effective acting.


The audience is fully aware of (in fact, finely tuned to) a performer’s behaviour. The improviser, however, loses this self-awareness when worrying about what to do next or when uncertain about where to focus their attention.


Listening exercises and games


Many of the exercises created by Sanford Meisner are documented in his book Sanford Meisner on Acting. Here’s one from my time spent in class with Meisner Technique teacher Scott Williams.




The ‘Three Moment’ Game





Two players (A and B) sit opposite each other, comfortable and relaxed, a few feet apart.


A observes B and makes a simple, obvious, factual observation about B.




–   You have black hair.


–   You are wearing glasses.


–   You have a white shirt.


–   Your hair is tied back.





A’s observation is moment one.


For this exercise, players should avoid speculative or emotional offers such as:




–   I think you are angry.


–   You look like you are thinking about something sad.


–   You clearly don’t like this game.





Stick to simple, factual observations – the more obvious, the better. And it’s fine to say something you have already said earlier. Each moment is fresh, disassociated from the last, so say what you see in it.
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