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To my mom, Debbie Drinko, for sparking in me the joy of play.




This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, that is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.




INTRODUCTION

I’ve got a lot of garbage to worry about.

Like many people, I’m constantly thinking about how I could have said something better, how I could have worked harder or seemed smarter. I spend hours playing out pointless hypotheticals, like what my house will be worth in fifty years if the real estate market appreciates 8 percent annually for the rest of my life. Of course, I plan on moving in less than ten years, and the market is a fickle mistress, so these what-if scenarios probably aren’t the best use of my time.

In fact, all this garbage that weighs me down—this gray water in my gray matter—is a waste of time. It gets in my way. It prevents me from making connections with others, enjoying the moment, and effectively solving problems. It also drives my therapist crazy. I mean, I’m charming and all, but if you sat through my tenth hypothetical in a one-hour session, you’d be just as fed up as my shrink.

People tell me to “just live in the moment.” “Have you tried meditation?” “Forget the shoulda, coulda, wouldas.”

But if it were that easy, everyone would be chillin’ all day long. You’d treat the loud chewer next to you on the subway with Buddhist indifference. You’d shrug off your partner’s nagging. You’d meet your boss’s every irrational demand with a calm, yet eager, “no problem, ma’am.” After all, why wouldn’t you want to restaple five thousand photocopies? It’s not like you have better things to do. It’s not like she’s attacking you personally. I mean, you love thankless and pointless tasks!

This is why we do drugs. It’s why we drink. It’s why we stare at screens all day. It’s why we disengage, why we can’t make eye contact anymore. If we were already able to live totally in the moment and let everything roll off our backs, we wouldn’t need to numb. We wouldn’t need to disengage. You wouldn’t have picked up this book, and I wouldn’t have written it.

CONFESSIONS OF AN ANXIOUS AUTHOR

Trust me, I’m no Zen master myself. I’m defensive and angry. I’m stubborn and irritated. I’m embarrassed and shy. I’m selfish and a people pleaser. And worst of all, I’m a total hypocrite. After all, shouldn’t I, of all people, know better by now?

You see, I literally wrote the book on living in the moment. After improvising and acting for a decade, I went back to school to get my PhD in drama and theatre studies. I researched and wrote about the science of improvisation, about what happens in your brain while improvising that’s different than when you’re… not. That research became the academic book Theatrical Improvisation, Consciousness, and Cognition.

So I’d spent half my life improvising. For years, I researched how people live in the moment. Yet I just couldn’t walk the walk offstage. During my research, I interviewed one improviser who described stepping onstage as his “threshold of nervousness”—that is, all his anxieties, worries, and fears melted away as soon as he crossed that line. My threshold of nervousness, anxiety, fear, anger, and worry was also right next to the stage, but no matter how many people I interviewed, or how much I knew about the science of mindfulness, I just couldn’t translate that to my day-to-day life.

When I walk in Times Square, I snap at tourists, “Are you walking or shitting your pants?” When my boss tells me she needs to speak with me, I assume I’m going to be fired and plan accordingly. When I fight with my partner, I shut down completely. I hear everything as a personal attack—how imperfect I am, how I’ve failed everyone.

I clearly have quite the imagination. I’m imagining tourists plotting against me, bosses counting the days until I walk out with my office supplies in a cardboard box, and loved ones drawing up divorce papers.

These are not rational thoughts! They are not coming from my educated, academic brain. They are coming from somewhere deeper and more sinister: my pesky, irrational internal monologue.

I never had these fears onstage, where I always felt creative, present, hopeful, and engaged. Once I cross that threshold, those nasty thoughts just creep away. I get to play with the other people there, look into their eyes, and trust them. I get to listen and be listened to. That internal monologue gets a much-needed time-out.

But what is it about improv that makes my mind more present, that makes me see and listen instead of fear and worry?

IMPROV IS PRETTY FREAKIN’ MAGIC

Improv is pretty freakin’ magic. There, I said it.

I started improvising on a college team over twenty years ago. I can’t believe it’s been that long, but time flies when you’re playing make-’em-ups for a roomful of drunkards. After I’d learned the basic rules of the art, and gotten comfortable performing, something really strange started happening—I stopped remembering our performances.

I would walk onstage, and then the next thing I was conscious of was taking a bow at the end of the show. I would do an entire hour-long set in some kind of magical fugue state. There is VHS tape evidence that proves I was present, funny, charming, and completely comfortable in my spontaneity during these performances. (Too bad no one has a VCR anymore.)

So what could possibly explain this phenomenon? How could I get out there and suddenly not need to fret or fumble? What made it possible for me to just be?

The secret lies in improv’s structure—a set of rules that allows players to stop worrying and second-guessing and to ease into the moment and be completely engaged with their fellow performers.

Think of it like jazz. If each player plays a different time signature and in a different tempo, it’s just madness, absolute chaos. It doesn’t work. The time signature and tempo are the rules that keep the band together—the foundation upon which beautiful music is built.

Theatrical improvisation needs structure, too. If everyone just went onstage and did whatever they wanted, I don’t think many people would want to watch. The rules and goals are the equivalent of time signatures and tempos. Everyone is playing the same game, and, unlike real life, everyone has read the rules ahead of time.

The best-known improv rule is probably “Yes, And,” or the rule of agreement. It’s a pretty simple concept, really. When one improviser says something, the other one has to go along with it—but also add something else to the scene. Then improviser number one agrees and adds more. A scene is born!

Let’s do a for-instance. If player one says, “Mom, I’m home,” player two could say, “Welcome back, Chip. Let’s see that report card” or “You’re back early. I thought school ended at three.” Player two should not say, “I’m not your mom!” or “This isn’t your house. It’s a spaceship.” Player one said that player two is the mom, so that’s the way it’s gotta be. Player one also said that the location is their home, so that’s also gotta be.

Lots of people think that conflict is the way to go onstage. I blame the Kardashians and housewives of various cities for this—not exclusively, of course, but I do think they played some role in our obsession with what I perceive as mindless conflict and conversational volleys that go nowhere.

They’re certainly not helping the situation.

Imagine a world where everyone added onto other people’s ideas instead of discounting them. Imagine a world where we heard criticism and owned it instead of falling into habitual defensiveness. Imagine a world without the Kardashians! I’m literally giddy thinking about it right now.

Rules like “Yes, And” keep scenes moving and keep people playing the same game. They also help people feel seen and heard. If I know you’re going to accept my contribution, I’m more likely to contribute in the first place.

Del Close, cofounder of iO Theater in Chicago, used to tell his students to treat others onstage as “geniuses, poets, and artists.”1 This benevolent mindset prevents people from judging ideas as good or bad. If everyone is a genius, poet, and artist, there are no dumb ideas! (Now I feel bad about my Kardashian comment.)

Oh well. Onward!

Another thing that gets improvisers “out of their heads” is their childlike sense of discovery and play. I take my life way too seriously, and I don’t think I’m the only one. I walk past people asking for money as I rush to work. I roll my eyes at the teenage girls laughing about how drunk they were last night. I say things like “But you don’t understand what I’m trying to say!” Who says that? People who take themselves too seriously. That’s who.

Improv’s emphasis on the joy of playful discovery helps me relax and stop being so defensive. Improv scenes continue, even if someone’s late. I’ve never complained about not being understood onstage. I’ve had pantomimed vacuums become dog leashes and spouses become parents just because my scene partners didn’t get what I was going for, and I loved every minute of it. In improv, there is absolute joy found in the disconnects and the discoveries. Nothing is too precious.

The structure and playfulness of improv makes it easier for players to focus on their environment and their fellow players instead of the voice in their head. When you’re relying on your scene partner to get through a show, you home in on them. You can’t miss all the little gifts they’re bringing to the table if you want to build that magical, ephemeral reality with them.

That’s what this book is all about. I truly believe we all just want to be seen and heard. In order to feel seen and heard, and therefore valued, we have to learn how to see and hear others—without judgment, and with an unbreakable sense of wonder and curiosity.

I believe that this is the key to unlocking our best selves, and we don’t have to be onstage to experience it. We can incorporate play that encourages listening and learning into our everyday lives. And that’s exactly what these improv-inspired exercises are for.


12 LESSONS, 10 GAMES IN EACH, 120 WAYS TO PLAY YOUR WAY SANE

Two people hop up onstage. They get a suggestion from the audience, something like “pickles.” Then they start talking, pretending they already know each other. Each time they speak, they add new details about their location, relationship, and current situation.

They mime all the props, magically making paper towels, tables, food, and pets appear. Everyone claps and laughs. The improvisers are in the zone, and the audience is riveted.

Granted, improv is not real life, but there are some really important parallels. We improvise most of what we say and do, every day. Hopefully, we listen to and observe the people we interact with, so we react in socially acceptable ways. We may not have to mime furniture, but we do have some control over what realities we’re going to create, and with whom.

If you’re not feeling that way lately, these exercises can help you regain control—over how you interact with your environment and with other people, how you start your day, and how you think about and move through the world. They’re meant to improve your day-to-day existence, just like the improv exercises and games they were inspired by are meant to improve onstage scenes.

So how do these 120 improv-inspired exercises work?

The book is divided into twelve sections. That’s ten exercises per section, for all you math whizzes (I just wanted to see if I could say “whizzes” in a book. Turns out, I can.). Each section covers a specific lesson from improvisation. As we go, I’ll share some improv rules and concepts to help you relate to and not judge other people, decrease anxiety, and just generally get out of your own way.

We start with setting the stage, just as we would in Improv 101, but this time the stage is the sidewalk, the highway, the office, your house. Shakespeare said that all the world’s a stage, and who am I to argue? Lesson 1, Setting the Stage, will help you become more mindful and present, no matter where you are at the moment.

Lesson 2, Calm the Hell Down, is just what it sounds like. Performers can’t give their best if they’re anxious or upset when they take the stage, and similarly, calming the hell down will help you perform better in your everyday life.

Lesson 3, Finding the Game, will help you bring some fun back into your life. In improv, “finding the game” means looking for fun patterns that can be explored and exaggerated. It’s also about approaching scenes with a childlike sense of wonder and adventure.

Lesson 4, Killing Debbie Downer (Getting and Staying Positive), is all about looking on the bright side. Improv demands positivity. If we’re thinking about doom and gloom, scenes come to a grinding halt, but if we start seeing glasses half-full, we prime ourselves to be better collaborators and creators.

Lesson 5, Thou Shalt Not Be Judgy, will help you notice when you’re being judgmental—and snap out of it. When we’re thinking about what’s wrong with people, we’re missing all the things that are right. This prevents us from making connections, and Lesson 5 will help you turn that right around.

The next lesson is Lesson 6, World of Geniuses. One of the improv mantras is to treat your fellow players like geniuses, poets, and artists. This attitude helps us make each other look good onstage. It’s way better than competing, which would make everyone look worse.

Lesson 7 is called Your Mom Was Wrong (You Aren’t Special), and I know that might be a tough pill to swallow. But improv works because it’s the ultimate team sport. There are no superstars or divas allowed, and Lesson 7 will help you tap into that we’re-all-in-this-together spirit.

Next is Lesson 8, Shut Up and Listen. One of the things that improv is really good for is listening, so I’ve included ten exercises to help you shut out distractions, close your talk hole, and open those ears.

Lesson 9 (Yaaas!) and Lesson 10 (And What?) will help you bring some of improv’s “Yes, And” vibe to your daily grind. You’ll learn to agree with other people’s realities—rather than futilely fighting them—and then add on accordingly.

Lesson 11, Embracing Mistakes, is all about removing the shame and embarrassment that often comes with messing up. The one improv rule that supersedes all others is that there are no mistakes. Instead of letting mistakes ruin everything, you learn to accept them and even integrate them into the show. Lesson 11 will help you do the same in your real life.

Finally, Lesson 12, Shit in the Middle of the Floor (Making Big Choices), will help you step off the sidelines and start making bigger, bolder, braver choices. Improvisers are (usually) rewarded when they take risks and make big choices, and our final lesson will help you dig deep and start doing the same.

You can work your way straight through the book, trying each exercise in order, or you can skip right to the section that speaks to you loudest. For what it’s worth, I’ve led a lot of workshops on how improv can improve people’s everyday lives and strengthen their connections with others, and I always pay very close attention to how each exercise builds off the last. So I’ve kept that principle here—each exercise builds off the last, and each section is the next logical step in the process, so there is some argument for going in order. It will be more comprehensive, and likely allow you to go deeper into changing some of your bad habits. But if you must blaze your own path, you have my blessing. I mean, it’s your book. You bought it. I already cashed the check. So do what you gotta do.


You can also subscribe at www.playyourwaysane.com to play your way through the twelve lessons together. We’ll start in January with Lesson 1, Setting the Stage, and end up at Lesson 12, Shit in the Middle of the Floor (Making Big Choices), in December. My apologies; the name of Lesson 12 will make a lot more sense later in the book. Subscribe and you’ll also receive an additional improv-inspired exercise each month.



From here on out, I’ll usually refer to the 120 improv-inspired exercises as games to remind you that play and playfulness are central to this book. Some games may seem childlike or even absurd at first sight. So don’t take any of this too seriously. Improv is supposed to be fun. You’re supposed to experiment and make bold choices. That’s the best thing you can do for yourself—today, or any day.

Not every game will work for every person. But good news for you: there are 120 of ’em! So chances are, you’ll find your fit.

So here we go. Let’s play your way sane!






LESSON 1 Setting the Stage


Improv classes and rehearsals often start with a seemingly unremarkable exercise. One grown person tells other grown people to walk around the room. That’s pretty much it. Everyone is supposed to walk around and really notice the walls and mirrors and temperature and lighting fixtures. I think it’s an amazingly important place to start, really noticing where the heck we are and what’s going on around us.

The point is that we don’t usually notice our surroundings. We turn streets into war zones and cubicles into prison cells. Noticing where you really are and what surrounds you at any given moment helps you press the reset button. Noticing that a car is a fiberglass go-machine painted cobalt or that your cubicle is actually three short walls with a worn spot in the carpet just below your feet places you back in the real world. No one wants to walk through a war zone only to arrive safely at their prison. We need tricks to press that reset button and see the world as it really is, and that starts with turning our attention outward.

The following are games that help you press that reset button. I, for instance, tend to either walk around in a habitual haze or get stuck in my head and overreact to imagined dangers. These games are designed to help me, and you (I’m a giver, friends), to start noticing the world, snap out of that haze, and start seeing things as they really are. So let’s start walking around our metaphorical rehearsal space and really seeing where we are.

Let’s set the stage.

GAME 1: TAKE A HIKE


If I only had to walk around empty rehearsal spaces my whole life, instead of crowded streets and sometimes-hostile offices, I wouldn’t be so stressed out. I’d also be penniless, and a recluse, and plausibly in need of a volleyball to talk to and keep me company. Life is not a rehearsal… space, but we can borrow a rehearsal exercise and apply it to the places where we do our real-world walking.

This game is deceptively simple. All I ask you to do is walk around your space. That’s it. Just walk.

Now, you may be saying to yourself, “I already walk around. This guy’s a clown. I want a refund!” To you, sirs and madams, I say take a hike. That’s right. Hear me out. Instead of just walking around with metaphorical blinders on all day, I want you to walk around with a completely different mindset. I want you to take a hike and pay attention to everything around you. I want you to start being present.

Next time you walk to the train or your car or to the store, I want you to pretend you’re on a hike. Instead of noticing trees and wildlife, you’re going to notice, and I mean really notice, your neighbor, their house, the crack in the sidewalk, the way the breeze blows the weeds in your garden.

That weed example reminds me of something very important about this exercise. You must remain detached. This one is so hard for me. When I see a weed blowing around in my yard, I instantly think about how I need to kill it or how many more weeds must be lurking close to the surface or how this one weed is surely lowering my property value. This means I won’t be able to sell it when the market takes a dip, and that means I lose everything and will be stuck here eating tuna out of a can for all eternity. In case you can’t tell, this is the antithesis of what Take a Hike is all about.

Every time you notice something, you’re only allowed to notice more details about it—or you can move on and notice other things. Be detached and impartial. You are a park ranger or a scientographist. Call yourself whatever you like, but I want you to remain observant. Really see and experience the world around you, and stop yourself every time you start spinning your wheels. Started thinking about how that weed will cause you to have to sell your pet dog or move to the desert? That means you’re doing it wrong. Just acknowledge that you’re spinning, don’t beat yourself up, and move on to some other observation.

See? It sounds easy on paper—just walk around. But this can be deceptively difficult when we have become so bored with, familiar with, and judgmental about every little thing in our everyday world. So put on your ranger shoes, walk out your door, and notice what’s really out there. No judgment. No future-thinking or spinning. Just take a hike and really see what’s out there. You might be surprised.

GAME 2: TAKE THE LONG-CUT HOME


I find this next game really difficult to start, but as soon as I do it, I feel fantastic. The game is simple: just take a detour while on your way somewhere. Leave early for work, so you can turn left instead of right on Sixth Avenue. On your way home, walk around the lane instead of straight up your driveway. On your way from your car to the mall, walk around Parking Section D instead of going directly into Sears. (Sears is still a thing, right?)

Like I said, this can be really difficult because our brains want us to get the job done immediately. In today’s fast-paced world, we tend to have a hard time slowing down, meandering, smelling the roses. This game forces you to stop in your tracks and shift from a future-thinking, goal-oriented mindset to a more immediate state of mind. When you go on a detour, you aren’t on your way anywhere. You are pausing your forward momentum, preventing yourself from getting from A to B as quickly and mindlessly as you usually do.

One more word about detours: when you find yourself in the midst of an actual detour, not just Game 2 from this book, I want you to try to handle it with the same aplomb as you do with your on-purpose detours. I want you to enjoy that brief moment in time when you’re no longer propelling yourself to the next thing and the next and the next. As you slow down, start to notice how pained, stressed, and generally crazy people around you look when unexpected roadblocks ruin their days. This reinforces the value in slowing down. I don’t want to be that guy who yells at the train or hits his fist into his car. So next time a train stops you dead in your tracks, enjoy it. Take advantage. You’ve just been forced to slow down.

GAME 3: CALL IT LIKE YOU SEES IT


My favorite way to start a workshop is to have students walk around the space. I tell them to walk with a purpose, but not get caught in a pattern. (For some reason, people tend to just follow each other unless told not to.) Then I tell them to start pointing to objects that they notice and naming them, “Chair! Table! Hat! Tree! Window! Light!” That’s the first part of this exercise, and its whole job is to get students out of their heads and into the room.

We miss so much of the world as it passes us by. One way to get out of your head and into the reality of your physical space is to point to things and call them what they are.

As you walk or drive to work or while you’re running an errand, I want you to point to things you pass and simply name them, “Sidewalk! Car! Curb! Store! Tree!” I want you to focus only on nonhuman objects for now. Just walk, point, and name. Don’t judge either. Avoid adjectives. Instead of “Cracked sidewalk” and “Stinky flower,” I want you to stick with only the facts, “Sidewalk” and “Flower.” That’s all. The reason I want you to hold off on pointing and naming people is that we’re just not there yet. I don’t want you to get stuck in the bad habit of being judgmental. We’ll address this later. I also want to spare you the awkwardness and rudeness of pointing at people and mumbling at them. Do that on your own time.

Now, I do see how pointing and naming could be problematic. People might stare at you and worry about your mental health. You might just feel uncomfortable, which is not my goal here at all. So if physically pointing and naming is too uncomfortable, or you find yourself drawing unwanted attention, you can certainly modify the game and do it only in your head. But if at all possible, throw caution to the wind. Stop caring what people think. Call it like you sees it, and then sees what happens.


GAME 4: CALL IT LIKE YOU DON’T


Now that you’re such an expert at calling it like you sees it, the next step is to get even sillier and call it like you don’t. One of my favorite things about improv is the creativity, the nonliteral thinking, the brainstorming aspect. This game should help your brain shake off constrictive and literal thinking and start getting more creative.

The acting exercise that begins with walking around and naming real objects can continue with walking around and calling those same objects very wrong names. For example, I could point to a table and call it a tree or call the window a shoe. We spend so much of our time thinking so literally, so black or white, so right or wrong. I want you to see what it feels like to call things the wrong name.

Start the same way you did with Call It Like You Sees It. Only this time, I want you to point to things you pass and call them the wrong name. Point to a fire hydrant and call it a duck. Point to a crack in the sidewalk and call it a trampoline. But to be clear, the point is not to be creative. I don’t want you pausing to think of clever or funny wrong names for things. The point is to just say the first thing that pops in your head. It can be as unfunny as can be. Just keep right on walking and naming, one object after another and another.

Then reflect on what it felt like. I tend to smile and relax a little when I start calling things wrong names. It feels silly and playful to me, maybe a little rebellious. Most of us have to think literally and play by the rules most of the time, so let this game be a little escape, a chance to go against the grain.

GAME 5: NOPE, TRY SOMETHING ELSE


I feel I’ve made it pretty clear by now that my mind doesn’t always cooperate. Sometimes I think, “You’re a dumb-dumb face” when I should be thinking “My my, what a thoroughly compelling and profound statement he just made.” Sometimes my mental word stew prevents me from seeing, hearing, and really experiencing the world around me. Other times, it poisons that world completely. I hear my boss say that I’m lazy, when what she really said was that I did 99 percent of my job well. I see an impossible quagmire when there’s a completely simple solution. This mainly happens when I try to use computers… after 9 p.m. We all have our weaknesses.

So what can we do? How can we try something else? Luckily, our thoughts are fleeting and fairly mutable. They can change. We just have to retrain ourselves to try something else, something better.

The next time you catch yourself judging others, being critical or negative, complaining or fretting, or just generally thinking crappy thoughts, I want you to catch yourself red-handed. Then say, “Nope, try something else.” Instead of saying, “This bar is so loud. I hate that noisy table,” replace that thought with the next thing that comes to mind. “I like guacamole.” Not all thoughts have to be profound. The world would be pretty boring if we only thought about Nietzsche and hermeneutic circles. And besides, sometimes the guacamole is just too good to not think about.
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