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  Preface

  If you find your task is hard,

  Try, try again;

  Time will bring you your reward,

  Try, try again;

  All that other folks can do,

  Why, with patience, should not you?

  Only keep this rule in view,

  Try, try again.

  —Thomas H. Palmer, The Teacher’s Manual

  Hi. My name is Ben Hauck. I’m a long-form improv teacher. For four years, I had the privilege of being the exclusive coach of a long-form improv group in New York City named Devil’s Dancebelt. For another two years, I was the director of Infusion Improv, a corporate improv training program that prepared software engineers to perform long-form improv for the public without any prior performance experience. I led Infusion Improv in New York City, Toronto, and London. Over the years, I’ve also led seminars in long-form improv for college students, corporate retreats, and the general public.

  I came to long-form improv through the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre (UCBT) in June 2000, when it was located on West 22nd Street in Manhattan. My friend Zohar Adner brought me to my first long-form improv show—”Harold Night” at UCBT. “The Harold” is the name of the most famous performance structure in long-form improv, performed by a team of about seven improvisers, and that’s all that was performed those nights. Going into that first Harold Night, I didn’t know there was a structure; I thought I was seeing something improvised totally freeform. The first Harold I saw that evening had me astounded and inspired. That twenty-five minute performance of scenes was hilarious and artistic and mystifying—and all improvised. I resolved to take the next class I could at UCBT to learn how to do what they were doing. From then on, many Thursday nights I watched Harold after Harold at UCBT, and I often stayed from the opening student show early in the evening to the competitive Cage Match after midnight. I soaked up long-form improv that year, and I took improv classes at UCBT over four consecutive levels to learn and get better at it.

  As I progressed from level to level, my experience in improv classes grew more and more frustrating. While they were definitely fun, I was not getting better at long-form improv as I moved along. In fact, I was getting worse. This fact troubled me, especially considering that I held a degree in stage acting and I fancied myself a pretty decent actor and performer. I had the most trouble with a topic so highly touted at UCBT: game. As a student you were regularly encouraged to “find the game of your scene.” However, I never achieved a satisfying definition of the term “game,” despite trying very hard to gain clarity about the notion. As a result, I couldn’t really “find game” because I couldn’t figure out what I was looking for. Further confounding my pursuits, I received a number of different definitions for the term “game” ranging from the subjective to the ambiguous. I eventually left improv and UCBT, feeling rather humiliated by my inability to “get it.”

  A year after ending classes at UCBT, I was approached by my college friend Amy Ellenberger to teach her and some other friends how to do a Harold. Initially, I turned her down, citing that I was not a very good improviser and that I felt incapable of handling the responsibility of teaching them long-form improv. Amy persisted, though, and inevitably I caved in, agreeing to teach them how to do a Harold. They were going to be performing a Harold as part of a fundraiser for a theater company in which they were involved. The added rub was that the fundraiser was about one month away. They had no prior improv experience, but all of them were trained actors.

  One thing I figured out pretty quickly was that for me to teach long-form improv, I had to really learn long-form improv. This meant to me that I had to understand long-form improv teachings so well that I could pass them on to these new long-form improvisers. Although I could draw on the past lessons I’d picked up at UCBT, the book Truth in Comedy by Charna Halpern, Del Close, and Kim “Howard” Johnson was my favored resource. Truth in Comedy was substantial in that it consolidated a number of famous improv teachings and was authored by major teachers of long-form improv. Yet, in all fairness, Truth in Comedy was problematic for me in that some of the teachings were contradictory and the organization of lessons was labyrinthine. It also heavily dropped the names of celebrity comedians, a practice which frequently distracted from the lessons.

  In the month before their show, I taught my friends long-form improv for three hours once a week. In five lessons they were able to learn the Harold in what took close to sixteen lessons at UCBT. I remember the thrill they experienced as they performed their first Harold, and the audience was thrilled along with them. After that first show, the group strongly wanted to stay together. Devil’s Dance-belt lived on from that night in 2002, rehearsing weekly until early 2007. Devil’s Dancebelt achieved an exceptional age for a long-form improv group, and it was an extraordinary ride for its members, who got together and laughed together week after week after week.

  During this time, I gradually developed techniques for teaching improv lessons more quickly than they had been taught to me at UCBT and more clearly than they had been presented to me in Truth in Comedy. As a teacher, I operated on the belief that there were better, faster ways to teach students long-form improv than were typically taught. To me, lessons were deficient if they were mysterious or vague, or if they frustrated students or embarrassed them as they tried to learn. Murky, confounding teachings didn’t suffice for me as teachings. I wanted my students to “get it,” and to get it immediately, without difficulty.

  The members of Devil’s Dancebelt quickly absorbed the most important improv lessons. However, one concept in particular gave me trouble and was my biggest challenge in teaching. My interest, maybe obsession, became teaching the lesson of “finding the game of the scene,” which for the life of me I couldn’t teach even with the help of Truth in Comedy and UCBT training. Dissatisfied with how I had been taught this concept and how I was attempting to teach it, I sought out different contexts outside of improv for understanding the notion and teaching “game.”

  At one point I thought I had uncovered a mathematical relationship that taught very simply what I thought was “game.” One Harold Night I watched a scene in which one character aggravated the other character over and over, getting more and more laughs with each aggravation. I had been taught at some point in my UCBT training that “where the audience laughed was the game of the scene.” By this definition, here I was, staring right at the meaning of “game.”

  I called the formula I used to describe what I saw e x P = G, or simply eP = G. It stood for “exacerbation of the problem equals game.” From my observation of that night’s scene, in order to have “game,” there had to be a problem, and there had to be exacerbation of that problem. Else, there wouldn’t be laughs, meaning there wouldn’t be a game. (In mathematical terms, if there is no problem, then e x0 = 0, or no game. If there is no exacerbation, then 0 xP = 0, and again, no game. But if there is a problem (P > 0) and if there is exacerbation (e > 0), then there would be a game (G > 0).)

  The formula eP = G even taught that the greater the exacerbation and/or the greater the problem, then the greater the game— though I didn’t really know what that meant other than presumably “the greater the laughs.” The next chance I had, I taught my improv group about exacerbating problems in their improvised scenework.

  The example I described for teaching eP = G was a scene between a nurse and a patient. To “find the game of the scene,” rather than helping the patient, the nurse should make the patient’s problems worse and worse. The eP = G approach to improvised scenes worked—for a bit. To use the nurse-patient scene as a metaphor for all scenes, what we eventually found was that the actors playing the patients in improvised scenes would inevitably want to fight back against the nurses and exacerbate the nurses’ problems. What these scenes would devolve into would be worse and worse fights between nurse and patient—bilateral exacerbation rather than simple unilateral exacerbation. When these dynamics unfolded, the scenes quickly lost their laughs and their entertainment value. After initial promise, eP = G proved to be a short-lived definition for “game.”

  It was a serious step, though. Soon after that step, I discovered a notion that was bilateral and would address scenic conflict effectively. Little did I know that it would also power my improvisers toward “finding the game of the scene” in every scene they did. This notion eventually even powered my desire to write this book.

  The field known as game theory drew my attention to a teachable notion of “game.” Game theory is a field that describes the structure of games (card games, board games, etc.) but more generally describes the structure of conflicts. In the field of game theory, there are roughly two branches. One branch is a more mathematical, quantitative analysis of games. I didn’t find that branch very helpful for understanding “game” in long-form improv. But the other branch offered a more artful, qualitative analysis of games and provided a wealth of ideas for teaching “game.” This branch of game theory might as well be called “conflict theory.”

  Game theory brought to the forefront of my mind a notion that was usually disparaged in long-form improv classes but critical to my understanding of drama: conflict. Conflict seemed to work in drama, but for some strange reason it didn’t seem to work in long-form improv. When I started reading game theory, the paradox was resolved. Game theory explained that most conflicts are actually bargaining situations. That is, a conflict may look nasty and headed toward a lose-lose outcome, but in actuality the players in the conflict, if watched long enough, would head toward a win-win outcome: an agreement. For example, two countries with nuclear weapons fighting over borders inevitably recognize their common interests before escalating to all-out nuclear war. From there, they make pacts. These pacts are agreements. In effect, their interaction isn’t truly fighting: it’s all bargaining. Our problem is essentially a perception problem. We are seeing something as conflict and labeling it as “conflict” when what we’re actually witnessing is bargaining. Therefore, we should not truly call it “conflict” and we should more appropriately call it “bargaining.”

  [image: images]

  This notion of “game”—that a game is a conflict, and a conflict is bargaining—helped me overcome the problems that developed when exploring eP = G. What was missing from my teaching was the goal of the improvised scene: to reach agreement in the scene. Having a goal in improv was absolutely radical to me. In improv, you didn’t have goals. You had instruction and you just let things happen. But to me improv also had a bad reputation with audiences as being hit-or-miss. With this goal in mind to reach agreement, the improv would be far less hit-or-miss, and its reputation as an inconsistent form of entertainment might be improved.

  As I read more, I found that game theory brought order to my understanding of long-form improv. It described the chaos that was going on onstage—conflict—and it explained what to do in it— bargain. In studying improvised scenes from a game theory perspective, I quickly found a field that made long-form improv teachings make sense to me. For me, suddenly, the game of the scene was the conflict of the scene. Furthermore, the game of the scene was the bargaining in the scene. Seeing long-form improv as “bargaining” provided exceptionally good terminology for describing what was going on between characters and even actors during a scene, offering a new perspective for talking about “game.” If it looked as if the characters were fighting, they weren’t necessarily. If the actors were focused on reaching character agreement, then no matter how much it looked like a fight between the characters, the characters were actually bargaining.

  I also noticed that some game theory terminology overlapped with long-form improv terminology. “Move,” “offer,” “agreement,” etc., were terms shared by both disciplines, implying the heretofore unmentioned bargaining aspect inherent in long-form improv. Upon introducing bargaining and game theory terminology to my improvisers, my teaching and their improv took off. “Game” started to be present, easily identifiable, and inside nearly every scene they did. Whether or not it was “found” became an objective question: “Was there a conflict?” Vagueness and ambiguity about “game” were gone for good. My emphasis became teaching my group how to bargain well for their characters in their improvised scenes.

  I’ve since employed many game theory ideas in the long-form improv classes I’ve led. I’ve taken nonperformers without an ounce of stage training and swiftly helped them find comfort, confidence, and excitement in performing improv for audiences. I’ve taken stage actors uncomfortable with the notion of improv and given them a methodology for acting without a script. Seeing improvised scenes in game theory terms helped to resolve the terror inherent in walking onstage to perform without any given lines. My students focused on the conflict between characters and on bargaining, and audiences rejoiced in their improvised pursuits.

  Long-form improv is largely a team endeavor. Most of my own improv in recent years has been solo improv, albeit long-form. (I like to create comic improvised sermons based on an audience suggestion.) It would seem there is no game in solo improv, no conflict, but that is not true: I’m in conflict with the audience, in conflict with the technician, and in conflict with myself and my abilities. I’m bargaining with them all. So the ideas contained in this book aren’t only applicable to improvised scenework but to other kinds of improvisation as well. In fact, when you embrace the idea that conflict is occurring all around you, even in the “real world,” the advice contained in this book will help you navigate any number of obstacles you encounter in your life.

  The lessons contained in Long-Form Improv are my opinions on what makes for great long-form improv. In some places, what makes great long-form improv for famed teachers and popular improv schools is also what makes great long-form improv for me. In other places, our opinions differ. My aim is to take your long-form improv to great lengths and heights. It is to deliver to audiences a satisfying, improvised show better than they’ve ever before seen, and to have the improvisers be able to achieve such shows consistently rather than accidentally. But, even more so, my aim is to deliver to you a crisp improvisation mindset that fully equips you for the chaotic long-form improv stage. The lessons in this book apply not only to your improvisation but to your life as well. When you encounter conflict in your life, the concepts and strategies in this book will likely teach you radical and new ways for dealing with that conflict, for bargaining throughout its duration, and for coming out satisfied.

  One challenge in learning long-form improv from other books is that the teachings are presented to you in a jumble, as if they are just a haphazard collection of principles discovered randomly over the history of long-form improv. In truth, though, many of the principles are logically related: one improv principle implies other improv principles. That is, bundles of improv principles are deducible from primary improv principles. (For example, I believe that if you learned the main long-form improv principle, “endowing,” other principles like “yes-anding” flow naturally from that principle.) This book aims to present some of the major long-form improv principles in a progressive, logical sequence in order to facilitate accelerated learning of long-form improv. I’ve been able to get nonperformers (e.g., software engineers, the general public, et al.) to learn long-form improv principles very quickly by teaching them in this logical sequence, and it is this sequence, I believe, that makes this book unique and original in the canon of long-form improv texts.

  This book aims to be your primary resource for lessons in long-form improv. I realize I am up against more charismatic writers and improv teachers in getting your attention. Indebted to their teachings, I provide a number of quotations as general references to direct your further study with them, and their sources may be found in the supplementary materials. I would strongly encourage you to read and watch the works of others to supplement your education. While I’ve aimed to write these chapters to make learning the instructions easy, some chapters in this book require more careful reading than others. This is because there are finer points to some long-form improv teachings, and you might agonize over these points should you learn them from another teacher. You won’t be the only person who has agonized over long-form improv. I’m optimistic you’ll benefit from my own difficult journey in answering its more mysterious questions.

  I hope you will reflect upon the professions and confessions that I present in this book on long-form improv, whether they are old lessons logically sequenced or completely new teachings you’ve never heard before. I believe that long-form improv is easy to learn when you’re given instruction that makes it easy to learn. The ultimate aim is for you to learn long-form improv more quickly and easily than I did.

  Ben Hauck

  New York, NY
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  BACKGROUND INFORMATION


  Improvisation is about being in the

  moment and moving forward.

  —Del Close in Guru: My Days with Del Close


  
1

  Long-Form Improv

  We called those early workshops long-form improvisation: beyond games, and we defined long-form as sustaining a character for an extended period of time. The term long-form has come to suggest many different types of improvisation, but even then the phrase changed and came to mean a performance where the lights were not taken down during the show—unlike the more traditional revue styles, which were comprised of short scenes and blackouts.

  —Michael Gellman, Process: An Improviser’s Journey

  You’ve just picked up a book that aims to do a number of things for you. First, this book aims to give you a sense of what’s called “long-form improvisation” (or “long-form improv” for short). Then, it aims to teach you how to do long-form improv. Finally, it aims to teach you how to do a specific kind of long-form improv, something called “The Harold.” Ultimately, this book aims to teach you how to do long-form improv well, at a level of achievement that might be deemed “mastery.” Above that level, we might say you’ve achieved “greatness.”

  Without wasting any time, let’s get on with things. What’s called “long-form improvisation” is somewhat specific, but it shouldn’t be hard to figure out what is and what isn’t referred to by the term. To give you a good sense of what we’re talking about, we’re going to talk about the structure of long-form improv. By talking about its structure, you should get an idea of what it resembles so you can quickly identify it, but also so you know what to do when you approach it.

  First, think of a play you might see in a theater. Long-form improv is a lot like a play. The main distinction between a play and long-form improv is that in a play the actors have scripted lines, and in long-form improv the actors don’t have scripted lines. Instead, the actors in long-form improv originate their own lines; what they say in their show has not been scripted before by a playwright or other writer. If the actors in long-form improv were to speak scripted lines, then they would not be truly doing what we’d call “long-form improv.”

  Next, think of a single scene in a play. Long-form improv can be as short as a single scene. A single scene in a play might last a couple minutes, or it could span an entire act for an hour or more. What’s important to note is not so much the scene length, but instead the length of time the actors are performing their characters. In long-form improv, actors are performing their characters for the full length of a scene. Rarely are they simply saying a line in character and leaving the scene. While that does happen in long-form improv, it is generally exceptional, and it is not the entirety or “point” of long-form improv.

  In fact, the term “long-form” refers specifically to the duration that actors perform their characters in the improvisation. A synonym for “long-form improvisation” might be “extended improvisation.” Long-form improv is usually contrasted from what is called “short-form improv.” Short-form improv is a tradition of improvised performance wherein the actors perform their characters for short bursts of time. In short-form improv, there usually is no substantial duration over which actors perform their characters. In fact, most short-form improv is presented less as a play and more as a game, valuing entertainment over storytelling. Characters in short-form improv can sometimes last only as long as the funny line they say. The norm of many short-form improv games is to play simple characters that don’t need to last very long. In some sense, long-form improv grew from short-form improv as actors took more interest in the challenge of sustaining unscripted, improvised characters over considerable amounts of time. They tired of short, simple characters they never got to do much with. They wanted to go longer, and they wanted to know how to do that.

  Long-form improv and short-form improv aren’t only contrasted in terms of duration. The terms “long-form improv” and “short-form improv” also tend to imply different relationships between participants. Short-form improv tends to involve small teams (or more purely, individual actors) competing against each other to produce a sole victor. This is to say that in short-form improv, the relationships between actors (or teams) are immediately oppositional and ultimately competitive. On the other hand, long-form improv tends to involve a single team of actors working for each other to produce a victorious whole. In long-form improv, the relationships between the actors are immediately supportive and ultimately cooperative.

  As a result, short-form improv and long-form improv performances each tend to express different thematic messages. In quintessential short-form improv, the thematic message is often “Look what can be accomplished with competition.” Quintessential long-form improv is usually the opposite and expresses the theme “Look what can be accomplished with cooperation.”

  While the theme of competition doesn’t always apply to short-form improv, the theme of cooperation nearly always applies to long-form improv. Long-form improv is ultimately about cooperation. It is about demonstrating what can be accomplished by actors (and by extension, all people) if they simply support each other and cooperate. Long-form improv that shows outstanding efforts of cooperation far outshines long-form improv that shows chaos and disarray. The theme of cooperation is the “arc” of the ideal long-form improv performance.

  While the lines in long-form improv are not scripted, the structure of the long-form improv performance often is. In addition to being “scripted” toward cooperation, there are particular performance structures in long-form improv known as “forms” that serve as guidelines the actors follow in the quest to improvise for long periods of time without scripted lines. (As a point of distinction, in the term “long-form improv,” the word “form” doesn’t refer to these specific performance structures, but instead it refers to the act of improvising. Improvising itself is a form. In the term “long-form improv,” it is the improv that is long, not the performance structure.)

  The forms associated with long-form improv are usually bare-bones outlines of scene order. For example, for the most famous form known as “The Harold,” a performance tends to follow this scene order: an opening group sequence, followed by three two-actor scenes, a group scene, a continuation of the three two-actor scenes, another group scene, then the three two-actor scenes again. The content of the scenes isn’t specified by the form, nor is any kind of plot—the only thing specified by the form is the scene order. For another famous form known as “The Armando,” a performance tends to begin with a long monologue by an actor, followed by scenes inspired by that monologue, then maybe another monologue and more scenes. Again, none of the content is specified, just the order of events. These forms give the actors some ability to coordinate and direct their performances as they attempt to improvise for long periods of time—they know ahead of time where they’re going, and they don’t need to stop to talk about what’s next. A form works like a traffic grid, directing actors as they improvise their characters over the course of a performance, managing flow, and preventing accidents. Moreover, a form works like an agreement or pact: it is a compromise amongst actors about how their show will basically unfold.

  For some teachers and students of long-form improv, forms are viewed disparagingly as “training wheels.” That is, they are viewed merely as teaching tools and at the end of the day their structure may be generally disregarded. While this view is understandable if actors’ goals are to perform for long periods of time without any semblance of script, actors will sometimes announce to their audiences they will be performing a particular form then improvise in a way that scarcely resembles the form. For example, an ensemble might tell an audience they’ll be doing a Harold but then stray so far from the scene order that their performance is not really a representative of the form. In my opinion, these actors haven’t really done their form, despite their self-confident claims. Their performance fails to demonstrate competency in executing an actual Harold. As a result, the ensemble misrepresents their ability to perform an actual Harold and simultaneously blights the Harold form. They also potentially lay ruin to the reputation the form has.

  In this book, rather than disparage forms as “training wheels,” I will revere forms (and form). “Mastery” and “greatness” will be determined by an actor’s and ensemble’s demonstration of comfort and success in executing a form. As a point of comparison, I look to yoga and Pilates, two physical disciplines that also stress form. Teachers in either discipline may work you over and over to achieve proper form. While you will probably experience physical benefits short of executing proper form, the deeper benefits that come from executing proper form will be lost to you. In long-form improv, to me it is the same. If you neglect proper form when you perform long-form improv, you may still benefit, but the deeper benefits will be lost to you. And with that, proper mastery and proper greatness will also elude you.

  Despite such a tough standard, I’m an extremely supportive and enthusiastic coach, and I aim to lead you to greatness by directing and molding your raw talents. I’m not at all the kind of teacher who barks that what you’ve done is “bad” or “horrible.” Instead, I’m a teacher who will quite frequently shout “Great!” and “Excellent!” as you take on improv challenges. I abide by a credo that I call “My Rubric”: No idea is bad, wrong, incorrect, etc. It stems from a teaching you hear in many introductory long-form improv classes: Everything you get is a gift. You don’t hear me call things “bad” in my improv lessons or coaching. Instead, things just happen, and if what you do doesn’t fall in line with what I’m teaching or coaching, I simply try to guide you in the direction I want to take you. I try to sculpt you and point out your successes along the way. Truth be told, you’re an artist when you’re doing long-form improv, and ultimately “you can do whatever you damn well please” on the long-form improv stage, whether it’s what I’m teaching or not. But despite being an artist, you have come to me for teaching and coaching, and that’s what my job is when you see me. I see almost no merit in criticizing actors negatively while they learn long-form improv. I find it destructive, even crippling. And I find the struggling long-form improviser my challenge as a teacher. Disparaging or rejecting an improviser for being unable to “get it” is the sign of an inept improv teacher. My challenge is to make sure all improvisers “get it.”

  In helping you to learn long-form improv, I’ve tried hard to put together this program in an orderly, logical fashion. I’ve broken this book down into a few parts. First, we’ll cover background information that builds an “actor mindset” and primes you for improvising scenes. We’ll then move into foreground information: information about performing long-form improv and tweaking your work to improve it. After we’ve learned about long-form improv, we’ll apply what we’ve learned, putting all of our attention on ensemble work and execution of the Harold. Then we will cover how to get what you want from the audience. Finally, I will share how I teach and direct long-form improv and offer advice should you want to teach or direct long-form improv yourself.

  Over the course of this book, I refer to you as “an actor” as opposed to “an improviser.” I feel that you’re fundamentally an actor and the word “improviser” leaves out that important trait. Also, over the course of this book, I’ve alternated masculine and feminine pronouns so that I’m not always saying “he” or always saying “she,” nor am I awkwardly saying “he/she” or something similar. I hope you appreciate that effort.

  Ultimately, my hope is that with the lessons contained in this book—and with practice in its ideas and exercises—you’ll be equipped with a powerful mindset that will catapult you toward mastery and long-form improv greatness.


  
2

  Rules vs. Principles

  If you can’t solve a problem, it’s because you’re playing by the rules.

  —Paul Arden, It’s Not How Good You Are, It’s

  How Good You Want to Be

  In approaching long-form improv for the first time, you’re probably dying to learn “the rules of long-form improv.” Rules are an interesting topic in long-form improv. Some people will insist there are rules. Others will insist there are none. You might even hear the self-contradictory rule, “There are no rules in long-form improv.” The debate that follows might make your head spin.
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