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D  E  D  I  C  A T  I  O  N



To Laura Livingston, Michael Durkin, and the fabulous improvisers of Freestyle Repertory Theater . . . now, then, and always.

To Ruby, my mom, for her unconditional love and support.

To Heather Adams, my beautiful daughter, who fills me, each day, with the magic of make-believe.



F O R E W O R D



I’ve never met an artist like Kenn Adams. We worked together in several of his plays including Les Masquerades and Cunning Cappuccino, the first a brilliant pastiche of Molière and the second an equally brilliant takeoff on Commedia dell’Arte.

He’s funny. And he can instinctively look at a play genre, break the structure down into essential parts, and then reconstruct it into something that not only makes me laugh out loud but also, like Alan Ayckbourn’s work, delights me with its genius and understanding. I’d travel anywhere to see a production of his first play,Once Upon a Time There Was A Family . . . , written when he was in high school, a door-slamming farce about middle America where the characters narrate their own actions.

We worked together in the improvisation company Freestyle Repertory Theater. His understanding of what makes a play work was key in developing a variety of our improvised fulllength formats: comedies, dramas, mysteries, and musicals. The Next Big Broadway Musical, a one-act musical improv based on this work, is still running in New York City.

I’m thrilled that he has written it all down at last. This Play by Play structure has spread and is being used in companies around the world. And now, here it is. Enjoy, enjoy.

—DAN DIGGLES, author  of  Improv  for  Actors
 December  20,  2006



A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S



I am deeply indebted to the gifted improvisers of Freestyle Repertory Theater, who have contributed to the development of this work throughout the course of many years. In addition to the amazing original cast of Play by Play, the project has benefited from the inspired talent of Michael Durkin, Kat Koppett, Christine Turner, Sam Cohen, Michael Rock, Debbie Rabbai, Adam Felber, Dan Diggles, and Mark Temares, our inspired lighting improviser.

Most of all, I am indebted to Laura Livingston, the artistic director of Freestyle Repertory Theater. In addition to her sheer intelligence and humbling talent, it is her passion for improvisation, her vision for its great potential, her insistence upon holding it to its highest of possible standards, and her deep respect for the actor’s art that have allowed an untested, intellectual concept to blossom into a living, breathing piece of theater.

The cast for the original production of Play by Play was Laura Livingston, Hugh Sinclair, Wendy Dillon, Clara Rodriguez, and myself. It was set in a bathroom.



P R E F A C E



Think of the greatest play you have ever seen. Remember how well it was acted, how gracefully directed, how beautifully composed. Remember how ridiculously hard it made you laugh or how deeply and tenderly it allowed you to cry. Remember the characters. Remember the dialogue. Remember the story. And, finally, remember how you felt as you leapt to your feet, hurt your hands from clapping, and screamed yourself hoarse at the curtain call. Pause for a moment, and remember that play.

Now, what if that play could be improvised? Well, I’m here to tell you that it can, and that’s why I’ve written this book, to teach the experienced improviser exactly how to do it.

I started improvising in 1989 with New York City’s Freestyle Repertory Theater. At the time, however, they called the company TheaterSports New York; and Keith Johnstone’s TheaterSports, his brilliant showcase for short-form improvisation, was the only show they performed. I say “they” because my entry-level position with TheaterSports New York was that of the “intern,” which basically meant that I sold tickets and ran the concession booth a lot more often than I performed in the shows. From this perspective, then, behind the makeshift bar in the back of the Westside Arts Playhouse, at 11:00 P.M. on Friday nights, I watched this amazing group of actors spontaneously create some of the funniest theater I had ever seen on stage.

The actor part of me was itching to get on stage with them, but the playwright part of me was going nuts. What if they didn’t stop improvising after two or three minutes? What if they didn’t bring the lights down on the funniest joke? What if they kept on going and improvised a full-length play?

My passion—my obsession—was born.

In 1990, I joined the company with full performing rights and I brought my idea to Laura Livingston, the group’s artistic director. Laura’s vision had always been to “innovate the art form of improvisation,” and she had every intention of taking the group past TheaterSports. My idea for a full-length improvised play fit right in line with her goals for the company, and she did what she always did—on stage or off—she accepted my offer and made me look good.

I called the show Play by Play. The original version was performed in two acts and had a cast of five. Each act was forty-five minutes in length. Each actor played only one character, and the entire show took place in a single location and in real time. We did, however, allow ourselves a time jump in between acts if we felt like taking one. We took suggestions at the top of the show, regarding either the title or the relationship between the main characters, but not during the show.

The reason for the strict set of rules was to force us to develop our narrative muscles. Short-form improvisation provides many “narrative escapes” such as time jumps (Cut to two years later!), space jumps (Cut to the Oval Office!), abandoned characters (Oh, she died!), and the ever merciful “fade to black” from the lighting improviser. Our goal was to take away these short-form escape routes and learn to make a play.

However, we soon discovered that the Play by Play Structural Map—the tool that I developed in order to improvise a solid dramatic structure—is not bound to this original format. Rather, it has proven to be a road map for telling a sound dramatic story, and it works in a two-minute play as well as a two-hour play; a play in which all of the actors portray only one character as well as a play in which one actor portrays all of the characters; and a play in one location as well as a play in a million locations. It just works. In fact, as we have learned through experience, the more innovative and nontraditional the format, the more important it is to have a strong narrative underpinning holding it all together.

Thanks to the brilliance of my original cast, our initial efforts exceeded my wildest expectations. In 1991, Sy Syna, writing for BackStage, reviewed a performance of the show and observed:

. . . it’s the skill and aplomb of these latter-day commedia dell’arte performers; their artful use of props, both real and imaginary; and the effortless way they seem to set up scenes, exits and entrances that had the packed audience laughing and cheering. (BackStage, 1991)

So, if you ever need a favor from me, start by saying that.

In my little world, Play by Play had arrived, and I knew that my passion and obsession would become my career. In the sixteen years since, I have continued to teach, direct, perform, and refine my unique approach to the full-length improvised play. I have taught the Play by Play approach to hundreds and hundreds of professional improvisers, students of improvisation at every level, and even school children as young as eight years old. My methodology continues to form the structural core of many of Freestyle Repertory Theater’s innovative long-form show structures. And, currently, I continue to teach and direct the methods presented in this book with Synergy Theater, the San Francisco–based performance, training, and development center for long-form improvisation (www.synergy-theater.com).

Further, I am proud to have discovered that many of the exercises and theories that I developed for Play by Play and that are in this book, such as the Story Spine, have been embraced and adopted by improv companies, playwrights, directors, college professors, and even corporate-training instructors throughout the country and around the world. Rebecca Stockley, cofounder of San Francisco’s prestigious BATS Improv, former dean of its School of Improv, and inspired corporate communications and creativity trainer, has flattered me to no end by printing the Story Spine on the back of her business cards and by using the exercise in every improv class she teaches.

Improvisation can be so much more than short games of skill and gag-oriented sketches that black out the lights on the next big laugh. Improvisation can be anything you want it to be! For those who want improvisation to be an exceptional piece of legitimate theater, for those who want improvisation to be real characters in a real play, and for those who want improvisation to have every possible chance of offering their audience not just a couple of really good laughs but—in fact—the greatest play they have ever seen, I have written this book.



DO I HAVE TO  READ THE INTRODUCTION



Yeah, you should. Right away, it will tell you:

•  What you’ll find in the book

•  Who can benefit from the book

•  How to use the book

•  How I developed the Play by Play approach to improvising a full-length play

Besides, you’re already done with the first paragraph, and it starts off with a fun, little hook.

What You’ll Find in the Book

This book will present a step-by-step method for learning how to improvise a complete, full-length play. It will address:

•  Cause and Effect story telling

•  Raising the dramatic stakes

•  The dramatic structure of a play

•  How to improvise and remain spontaneous within that dramatic structure

•  How to improvise long, Substantial Scenes with strong character objectives and productive Dramatic Conflict

•  How to create characters that support the narrative

•  How to create settings and environments that serve as catalysts for the action of the play

•  How to use symbolism and metaphor to enrich the fabric of the drama

Each section will be accompanied by exercises that immediately allow your group to begin practicing and developing the required skills. The exercises are sequential, each one building on the skills developed in the previous exercise.

Who Can Benefit from the Book?

•  Professional and student improvisers who want to improvise a full-length play

•  Improvisers who are not yet ready to improvise a full-length play but want to improve upon certain areas such as story-telling, character, environment, or advanced scene work

•  College and high-school improvisation and theater teachers who are looking to bring an advanced improvisation curriculum into the classroom

•  Playwrights, screenwriters, and television writers who are interested in a unique approach to mastering dramatic structure

•  Actors who are interested in exploring the structure of a play from their characters’ points of view

•  Directors who are interested in analyzing dramatic structure and character motivation

•  Educators of all levels who are interested in an innovative approach to bringing theater and the English-language arts into the classroom

How to Use the Book

It’s best to read the entire book before beginning to experiment with the exercises. Important topics are introduced gradually and returned to several times throughout the book, each time revealing deeper levels of exploration and development. Not until the end of the book will all of the pieces be thoroughly explored and placed in their proper context.

After reading the entire book, start again at the beginning and work through the exercises in the order in which they’re presented. On the basis of the progress of your group, spend as much or as little time on each exercise as required to master it thoroughly. By the end of the book, you’ll be improvising plays.

How I Developed the Play by Play Approach to Improvising a Full-Length Play

Before I started improvising, I had been writing plays for several years. My plays were being produced on the university and off-Broadway level, and I was wrapping up two degrees from NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, a BFA from its dramatic-writing program and an MFA from its musical-theater program (writing it, not singing it!).

The best book that I had ever read about playwriting was called

Playwriting, How to Write for the Theater by Bernard Grebanier (Harper and Row, 1979). It is still the best book that I have ever read about playwriting, and I highly recommend it to anyone with an interest in the theater.

In his book, Mr. Grebanier presents what he calls “the proposition.” The proposition is a formula for constructing the plot of a well-made play. The proposition is so effective because it was created through a descriptive process rather than a prescriptive process. That is, it is not the result of Mr. Grebanier’s personal opinion about what makes a great play. It is the result of a thorough analysis of a vast number of written plays that have proven to be valued by society and loved by audiences over long periods of time. By analyzing the acknowledged masterpieces of the art form, Mr. Grebanier was able to identify their structural commonalities and present it as a formula through the use of his proposition.

The proposition is perfect for playwrights but not entirely useful for improvisers, because it requires you to start in the middle of your story and build the outline of your plot in reverse. My idea was to adapt Mr. Grebanier’s proposition into a tool that would allow improvisers to start improvising a play at the beginning of the story and to spontaneously work their way straight through to the end. Thus creating a map, if you will, of the dramatic landscape that must be crossed in order to reach a satisfying end. And so was born the Play by Play Structural Map, which forms the centerpiece of this book.

There! You’re done with the introduction.
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Improvisation

This is a book for experienced improvisers who are interested in learning how to improvise a full-length play. While I hope it contains information that is valuable to improvisers of all levels, I will not spend a great deal of time discussing the very basics of improvisation. However, I would like to establish the approach to improvisation that I use when I perform, teach, and direct. I believe it is the best approach to improvisation and certainly the best chance of succeeding with a full-length play. I’ll also take a minute to discuss the relationship between spontaneity and structure, as it applies to the work in the book.

The  Basics

The majority of my training came from Laura Livingston and Freestyle Repertory Theater. Freestyle Repertory Theater is the New York home for TheaterSports. As such, Laura was greatly influenced by the work of Keith Johnstone, author of the seminal book Impro.

Laura taught improvisation through three simple principles:

Be spontaneous!

Trust your first idea and act on it.

Always make your partner look good.

Focus on your partner, discover what she needs to be successful, and provide it.

Always say, “Yes!”

Gladly embrace your partner’s idea and build upon it.

Although there are many other “rules” out there that provide insight and wisdom into the art of improvisation, I have always found the most helpful ones to be variations or corollaries of the three that I learned from Laura. These are the rules that I play by, and this is the approach to improvisation that I’ll assume is at work as we talk about improvising a full-length play.

Spontaneity  versus  Structure

Improvisation is a constant balance between spontaneity and structure. Even the simplest performance game depends upon shaping our spontaneity into a purposeful form or structure. We do this by imposing restrictions upon it, by restricting the way we can move, the number of words we can use, or the order in which we can speak or by any of the millions of other “rules” that contribute to the phenomenal wealth of “improv games” that have thrilled audiences for years.

Far from being antithetical, structure and spontaneity are the greatest of collaborators. That’s the way improvisation works. We don’t just go on stage and behave spontaneously; we go on stage and we shape our spontaneity into an image, a scene, a song, a dance, a sonnet, a free-form exploration of a theme, or any other species of the performing arts that we care to take on. It’s the spontaneity that allows us to perform, but it’s the shape we choose that turns it into art.

In our case, we have chosen the shape of a well-made play. The structure is intricate, and to use it as a shape for improvisation is challenging. At first, it is bound to feel cumbersome and restrictive, complicated and burdensome. Initially, your spontaneity during rehearsals will suffer as you practice identifying the dramatic landmarks of the Play by Play Structural Map and navigating your story from point to point. You will very likely feel awkward and wooden. You may feel that your characters are stiff and artificial, your dialogue forced, and your stories uninventive. You may find it very difficult to be in the moment while simultaneously monitoring and tending to the needs of the plot, and you may conclude that the process I propose is too analytical to allow for the type of joyous and carefree spontaneity that you love and look forward to on stage. But, it’s not. I promise! It just takes practice.

Through experience, I have learned that any time improvisers focus on a new specific skill such as a new game structure, a new literary style or genre, or a new piece of improvisational theory, their spontaneity takes a temporary backseat to their intellect as they process and integrate the new information. The initial rehearsals and even the next few performances might evidence this. However, once the information is integrated—both on an individual and group level—the spontaneity comes bounding back and the new skill is as easily and instinctually employed as any other that came before it. So will be the case with the Play by Play Structural Map. And, once that happens, you will be amazed.

You will be empowered to improvise on a level that you never thought possible. You will reach a point where you no longer struggle between your initial instinct and a well-told story; a well-told story will be your initial instinct. You will reach a point where you no longer struggle to fill ten minutes on stage; ten minutes on stage will hardly seem time enough to develop your character and endow your environment. And, you will reach a point where you no longer feel burdened by the demands of the structure; the demands of the structure will be a comfortable and inspiring terrain that you deftly transverse as you create your masterpiece. Trust me! I’ve seen it a million times. I promise!

All right, then. Let’s get started.


C  H  A  P  T  E  R   2

Getting  Started

This chapter will introduce the two most essential tools for building an improvised narrative: Cause and Effect and Raising the Dramatic Stakes.

Cause  and  Effect

The first thing to think about is Cause and Effect. What just happened? Mary entered the room. Now, what can happen as a result of that? She startles Bob. What can happen as a result of that? Bob drops a vase. And there it is, Cause and Effect. This causes that, that causes this, and this causes that.

Mary entered the room.
Because Mary entered the room, she startled Bob. 
Because she startled Bob, Bob dropped the vase.

Exercise #1: Because . . .

This is an effective exercise for practicing Cause and Effect. The group improvises a story with each player contributing the next line. Each line begins with the word because, reiterates the previous offer, and then contributes the next. Do it fast and have fun! Here’s an example:







	Player 1:
  	Mary took flying lessons.




	Player 2:
  	Because Mary took flying lessons, she earned her pilot’s license.




	Player 3:
  	Because she earned her pilot’s license, her father allowed her to fly the family airplane.




	Player 4:
 	Because her father allowed her to fly the family airplane, she flew it across the Atlantic Ocean.




	Player 5:
 	Because she flew it across the Atlantic Ocean, she was caught in a horrible sea storm.




	Player 1:
 	Because she was caught in a horrible sea storm, her airplane was struck by lightning!




	Player 2:
 	Because her airplane was struck by lightning, her engines exploded.




	Player 3:
 	Because her engines exploded, she grabbed her parachute and leapt for her life. (Etc.)





A  TIP  FOR  SUCCESS:

Be spontaneous! Shout out your offer before you know how it’s going to end. Imagine that the first part of your offer, the repetitive part, is a diving board, and the second part of your offer, the new material, is the dive. Close your eyes, race across the diving board, and leap into the air!

Exercise #2: The Causal Carousel

To practice making Cause and Effect offers in the context of a scene, try the Causal Carousel. Every scene is thirty seconds in length. Player 1 and player 2 perform scene A. Player 2 and player 3 perform scene B. Scene B must be caused directly by scene A. Player 3 and player 4 perform scene C. Scene C must be caused directly by scene B. Player 4 and player 5 perform scene D. Scene D must be caused directly by scene C. And, finally, player 5 and player 1 perform scene E. Scene E must be caused directly by scene D. Here’s an example:

SCENE  A







	Player 1:
 	Hello, Blanch, please sit down.




	Player 2:
 	Thank you, Ms. Rodgers.




	Player 1:
 	Blanch, I’m promoting you to management.




	Player 2:
 	Finally! Thank you, Ms. Rodgers, thank you!




	Player 1:
 	You’re welcome. Now, Blanch, I need you to fire Ned Pumply.




	Player 2:
 	Ned Pumply! But, he’s been here longer than I have.




	Player 1:
 	Blanch, are you suited for management or not?




	Player 2:
 	Oh, I am, Ms. Rodgers, I am!




	Player 1:
  	All right, then. Fire Ned Pumply.





SCENE  B







	Player 2:
 	Hello, Ned. May I step into your office?




	Player 3:
 	Certainly, Blanch. Come in. Sit down.




	Player 2:
 	Ned, Ms. Rodgers just promoted me to management.




	Player 3:
 	Oh, god! Please don’t fire me!




	Player 2:
 	I’m sorry, Ned, I have no choice.




	Player 3:
 	But, Blanch. I have a wife. I have a kid.




	Player 2:
 	I’m sorry, Ned. You’re fired.





SCENE  C







	Player 3:
  	Honey, I’m home.




	Player 4:
 	Ned? What are you doing home? It’s only 3:00.




	Player 3:
 	Well—




	Player 4:
 	They fired you, didn’t they?




	Player 3:
 	Well—




	Player 4:
 	I knew it! Those ingrates! And after you’ve given them the best years of your life. Well, we’re not going to let them get away with it!




	Player 3:
  	But, honey, what can we do?




	Player 4:
 	Oh, we’ll do something all right. We’ll do something!





SCENE  D







	Player 4:
 	Excuse me, is this where they broadcast the evening news?




	Player 5:
 	Yes, it is. And I’m Ben Bradley, the tenacious, investigative television news reporter. Can I help you?




	Player 4:
 	Yes, my husband was fired from his job after twenty-seven years of dedicated service. It’s age discrimination, I tell you, age discrimination! And I want justice!




	Player 5:
 	Age discrimination, is it?




	Player 4:
 	Yes, will you help?



	Player 5:
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