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“Time, heat, and pressure.  The same things that make a diamond also make a waffle.”

· Scott Meyer

“Genius is little more than perceiving in an unhabitual way.”

· William James
“Tradgedy is when I hurt my thumb.  Comedy is when you fall in a manhole and die.”  

-  Mel Brooks

“Yelling en masse is good for the soul.”  

· Keith Johnstone

Introduction:

Creative Experience
By Viola Spolin

Everyone can act.  Everyone can improvise.  Anyone who wishes to can play in the theatre and learn to become “stageworthy”


We learn through experience and experiencing and no one teaches anyone anything.  This is as true for the infant moving from kicking to crawling to walking as it is for the scientist with equations.


If the environment permits it, anyone can learn whatever he or she chooses to learn; and if the individual permits it, the environment will teach everything it has to teach.  “Talent” or “lack of talent” have little to do with it.


We must reconsider what is meant by “talent”.  It is highly possible that what is called talented behavior is simply a greater individual capacity for experiencing.  From this point of view, it is in the increasing of the individual capacity for experiencing that the untold potentiality of it personality can be evoked.


Experiencing is penetration into the environment, total organic involvement with it.  This means involvement on all levels:  intellectual, physical, and intuitive.  Of the three, the intuitive, most vital to the learning situation, is neglected.


Intuition is often thought to be an endowment or a mystical force enjoyed by the gifted alone.  Yet all of us have known moments when the right answer “just came” or we did “Exactly the right thing without thinking.”  Sometimes at such moments, usually precipitate by crises, danger, or shock, the “average” person has been known to transcend the limitation of the familiar, courageously enter the are of the unknown, and release momentary genius within


Through spontaneity we are re-formed into ourselves.  It creates an explosion that for the moment frees us from handed-down frames of reference, memory choked with old facts and information and undigested theories and techniques of other people’s findings.  Spontaneity is the moment of personal freedom when we are faced with a reality and see it, explore it and act accordingly.  In this reality the bits and pieces of ourselves function as an organic whole.  It is the time of discovery of experiencing, of creative expression.

Improv T.O.O.L.S of the Trade

By Matt Dominianni 

Nine years ago a young group of students got together to play some improv games at Queens College in New York City. We were young and not quite foolish, but certainly crazy. In our enthusiasm for what we were discovering, we made the ridiculous mistake of reinventing the Improv wheel, so to speak.  Nine years, a not-for-profit theatre company, and three improv groups later it turns out that we actually learned (if not invented) quite a lot about improv, and about life in the process. One day we encapsulated our tools of improv into what we called the "Newmyn's Nose T.O.O.L.S."

T is for Trust. 
The foundation of what we learned is that trusting ourselves and each other was integral to a good scene. without this there is simply no hope of good work together, in any context. Trust came from our small group working closely together for many months. But trust can be generated instantly by two people who have never met. Trust is an active way of being, and not a passive emotion. I think the general world view on trust is that it takes a long time to build and that it feels a certain way. I say that trust is something actively given by one person to another (or to themselves). Go ahead and put your life in your partner's hands, what have you really got to lose?

O is for Other person. "Make 'em look good!"
Once trust is established, now what? Put your attention on the other guy in the scene, and do your best to make them look like the best improviser in the world. Try this with your boss, or your parents or your lover. Imagine being in a relationship with the world's greatest lover. Once again, this is an active way of being, and not a passive emotion or opinion. Our opinions are unreliable, they change constantly. What do you do if in the middle of a scene your opinion of the other person suddenly changes and they are the worst? Well, you're screwed, because you can't do anything about your opinion. But if you are actively making the other person look good, your opinion has nothing to do with it. Let those unexpected choices that your stage partner made be the innovative choices of the most brilliant improviser on the planet.


O is for One Hundred Percent correct.
Everything that ever happens on stage is perfect. That stupid thing you just said that makes no sense and really isn't funny at all is exactly what should have been said. That mistake your partner made when s/he called you by the wrong name or walked through the imaginary table was the perfect choice, now go with it! Don't ignore anything, and never pretend that "mistakes" didn't happen. There simply are no mistakes in improv. Some of the finest scenes I've ever seen involved good improvisers making mistakes and then including everything in the scene as though it was planned.

L is for Listening.  
This one should be obvious. It is the path to making your partner look good, and to making everything 100% correct. If you have your attention on hearing what other people are saying (and doing) instead of what you are thinking, then you are on your way to brilliance. Nevermind that great idea you have about where the scene can go, put your attention on what was just said, and respond to it. That monologue you were about to do about how sad you are can wait until you are done jumping for joy about the good news your partner just gave you.


S is for Silence is Golden, "Know when to SHUT UP!"
This is the most valuable of all the tools. My father has a newspaper clipping on his refrigerator in which someone (I don't know who) said, "Never miss an opportunity to keep your mouth shut." This person is right on the money. How can you possibly listen, or make anyone look good if you don't just shut up sometimes? Maybe the very thing that this scene needs right now is a nice pregnant pause. Maybe that opinion I had about my best friend's tie is better left unsaid. Perhaps if I keep my mouth shut someone else will say something 10 times as brilliant as what I would have.

And on that note…

There is Timing in Everything – Part I

By Michael Worth
tim·ing 1 : selection or the ability to select for maximum effect of the precise moment for beginning or doing something. <haven't got my timing down>

Most of us have our own sense of timing, and we don't even know it. We have a certain rhythm, a certain inflection in how we speak, how we deliver our punchline, how we interact with other performers or the environment within a scene. Unfortunately, not only are many of us not aware of our personal timing, most of us are pretty unwilling to experiment with changing our timing. It feels unnatural, forced; it feels as if it goes against our natural comedic style. The selection of the moment to achieve maximum effect is the one component that differentiates a decent performer from a great performer. In improv terms, the choice of what line to say, what environment to describe, or what offer to give is very important, but to maximize the effect of your line, environment, or offer, you must develop timing; knowing when to act, and when to wait.

To understand what timing to use, I’m going to go to the concept of musical improvisation (a la jazz or John Cage). Any single musical event (a solo, a riff, a chord progression) consists of two actions; tension, which is followed by release. The reason those two terms are used are because the audience’s perception of the event happens in that order. Before the event begins, the musical piece has established a previous continuity, a kind of stable platform for the listener. Then, the new event happens, jarring the listener out of his equilibrium level, creating a moment of tension. The listener has buried in his memory the last platform that he was hearing, so subliminally, he wants this tense event to end in some sort of rest or release, that refers back to the earlier "rest state." This combination of activities generates tension, and then restores balance and repose. 

In improvisational comedy (just like in most art forms), the act of tension can be achieved through a distance created between the initial "rest state" and the tense event. Many improvisational comedians develop this skill first, as it is the easiest to bring out. Basically, the more unexpected a response is to an offer, the greater the tension created. For example:

Performer 1: Honey, did you take the dog out?
Performer 2: No, because he went to Djibouti with your Mom!!

Not a bad statement, and it does bring out many of the good fundamentals in improvisational comedy; advancement, acceptance, etc. However, analyze the dialogue more closely. The first performer generated a "rest state" with his question about walking the dog; we (the audience) now are formulating mental images about their relationship (husband/wife? Mother/son?), location, etc. At this point, we have some kind of a stable platform in the scene. Now, the minute that Performer 2 says no, tension is generated. The "rest state" of the scene is now contrasted against the change in energy in the scene; the audience is waiting to see what Performer 2 will say to release the tension and bring the scene back to some form of rest state. The rest of Performer 2’s statement (because he went to Djibouti with your Mom) releases the tension and brings the scene back to a new stable platform. All the rules of artistic tension and release have been followed. Performer 2 only generated tension by his off-the-wall remark, using no other "tension" tools.

Performer 1: Honey, did you take the dog out?
Performer 2: No, (pauses, looks out the window for a second)… because he went to Djibouti with your Mom!!

A bigger sense of comedic relief is generated even though the dialogue is identical. Performer 2 used an alternative method of developing tension; after moving from the "rest state" to the "tense state", maintain the tense state for a certain length of time to accentuate or minimize the effect of the tension. By doing this, the performer accentuates the difference between the rest state and the tense state, and draws the audience into the strong desire to have the tension alleviated. The converse is also true; a performer can choose not to pause during a place where the audience is expecting him to; this will also generate a sense of tension/release, but will shorten the length of the event, generating a different response in an audience member.

Simply put, timing is used to play around with the level of tension/release that is generated, as well as playing around with the length of the tension before the release. However, the choice of what timing to use is still up to, and unique to, the performer. There is no "right" timing for a line, phrase, or scene; there is only timing that is natural to you and your performance, and timing that is unnatural to you and your performance. The best comedians are ones that have discovered and emphasized their natural timing. If you want to feel truly comfortable in improvisational comedy, discovering and developing your natural sense of timing is a fantastic way to do it.



  



Great Examples of Timing:
Monty Python's Quest for the Holy Grail - The African/European Swallow debate at the beginning is a great use of pauses.

Dennis Miller - He bulls through the punchlines quickly and effectively. 

Noises Off - The entire movie (especially the middle section; excellent physical use of timing!)

Back to the Future - Michael J. Fox uses timing brilliantly by pausing before his line to create wonderful facial expressions, conveying a wealth of emotion.


There is Timing in Everything – Part II

By Michael Worth

 Most of us have our own sense of timing, and we don't even know it. We have a certain rhythm, a certain inflection in how we speak, how we deliver our punchline, how we interact with other performers or the environment within a scene. Unfortunately, not only are many of us not aware of our personal timing, most of us are pretty unwilling to experiment with changing our timing. It feels unnatural, forced; it feels as if it goes against our natural comedic style. In my experience, you can develop your timing through observation and experimentation. Observation involves watching those people that you like in an art form, and observing how they use timing; when they pause, when they look around, when they heighten or diminish tension. Experimentation involves various improvisational drills designed to force you into different timing scenarios, and then discovering which style(s) of timing you prefer. 

To interpret timing, in observing others, one must understand the effect it is having upon the audience. What reactions did you have to a well-timed joke? What emotions were you feeling as the comedic situation evolved? For example, during The African/European Swallow debate at the beginning of Monty Python's "Quest for the Holy Grail", I find that because the actors often take longer-than-usual pauses between the lines of dialogue, I become very attentive to what the next line will be. Monty Python makes me wait to hear the next line, and for me personally, I feel a little twinge of anticipatory humor in the pit of my stomach. I'm already preparing myself to laugh, because Monty Python's pauses have given me my "breathing room" to see the punchline coming. On the other hand, Dennis Miller's timing is the opposite; he bulls through the punchline quickly and effectively, and I have to go back into my memory and piece together his references and allusions; then, the laughter comes. This is a critical part to analyzing any art form; fundamentally, how does it make you feel? After having isolated the feelings that you get from good comedy, the second step is to analyze how this situation develops the Tension/Release model, and how timing accentuates or minimizes it. For example, the earlier example of Monty Python's swallow scene has a certain "timing feel" to it; the long pauses between lines. The reason? The lines tend to create huge jumps in tension; if Monty Python were to rush through those lines, the audience would not have enough time to make the mental jump from the old stable platform, through the big rise of tension, and over to a new stable platform. For example, the pair of lines uttered in the scene:

King Arthur: The swallow may fly south for the winter, yet these are not strangers to our land?
Guardsman: (after a 2 second pause) Are you trying to tell me coconuts migrate?

Arthur's question generates tension (it's a question, and questions are unfinished until they are answered). Now, the response is pretty ludicrous, and not a natural response. To make this response feel like a rest state, there needs to be tension generated between the two lines. What's the best way to maximize tension? Allow a pause to create a temporal accent of tension! Now those two seconds really make sense; they allow the audience to feel relief at the utterance of the second line. Notice that pauses are running throughout this swallow scene; this gives the audience catch-up time to follow King Arthur and the Guardsman to their rest states. These are prime examples of using timing to extend the tension generated by a line.

Now, what happens at the opposite end of the spectrum, where timing is used to minimize the effect of tension and release? Well, for that scenario, I have to go to the comedic brilliance of Dennis Miller. Dennis is just as funny as Monty Python, but his style of humor necessitates minimizing that time between set up and delivery. His style revolves around stream-of-consciousness cultural and historical references, which gradually build up from stable to tense. His chain of references creates tension in a series of ascending stable plateaus, kind of like a series of stairs. If he were to pause after each reference, and let the audience "catch up" to him, then the audience would constantly be resetting their stable platform to the newest level, and at the end of the joke, the audience would only take one small comedic step up the last stair. But, by minimizing the time it takes from the start of the joke to the end, Dennis forces us, the audience, to take all his stairs at a running jump; we have to go from the lowest stable point, to the highest tense point, all before Dennis moves on to the next stand-up topic. That accelerated mental game is what gives the giant tension-release that is necessary for Dennis Miller's successful delivery. Notice, though, that it gives a different feel to the audience. I feel more clever, witty, because I've followed Dennis's lightning quick train of thought… but I don't have that anticipatory twinge in my stomach that I get from Monty Python. Same goal, different roads. By simply analyzing the reason for the timing; we gain much insight into the methods of comedic styling, as well as the goals of the comedians and what their "battle plans" are to enable them to reach their goals. At this point, we've studied the concept of timing, and we've observed different uses of timing through established comedic scenes. Now is the time for us to jump in, get our feet wet, and start exploring our own senses of timing. 

As we can see from the discussion on audience response, timing is codependent upon both the performer's delivery and the audience's response. Remember, the object is to affect the tension/release of the scene, and the people who ultimately determine how much tension and release occurred are the audience members. One of the staples of successful improvisational theatre is, "Never Assume, Always Perceive." Just as we cannot afford to always do the same accent, or the same physical affects of a character, we, as performers, cannot afford to be locked into a certain timing because we assume it's the best timing for this scene. We need to react to the audience, and to our fellow performers, and dynamically tweak our timing in order to get the best result from our performance. So, we need to experiment with different timings to feel how delaying and rushing the comedic beats affect the audience, our fellow players, and our own performance. 



The William Shatner Drill
Other groups may have similar variations on this game. The goal of this drill is to allow the performers to feel how different timing affects their body mechanics, how it changes their comfort level, and how it changes the impact of their offers. All this, under one heading! Bear in mind, that this drill is a means to an end, a way to isolate the feelings of different timings. There are many other drills, which incorporate more elements with timing, but for pure isolation of timing, this drill does the job quite nicely. The drill is structured as follows: Two performers get up on stage and get a suggestion to start the scene. Performer 1 can speak and act normally. Performer 2 (the unlucky soul) has a bit of a restriction; when it is his "turn" to speak, he must wait at least 1 second before speaking. Additionally, Performer 2 should try to stay away from extended monologues in the beginning stages of this drill; the object is for him to feel how different his interactions are, when his timing has been changed. Many new performers start to get the "deer in the headlights" look when they first start doing this drill; their bodies and minds are simply overwhelmed by the silence. This is completely natural, and why it is good in this drill to have a sidecoach to help them through it. The object is not for Performer 2 to stand there, ticking away one second, and then say a line; he is to use the pauses that he has to experiment with environmental interaction, facial reactions, body mechanics; all these to lend impact to his next line. The sidecoach should be aware of that, and should call out some suggestions for Performer 2 to do if he gets flustered or freezes. As the performers get better, begin varying the time requirements to waiting 3 seconds, or 5 seconds, or no seconds at all; this last variation is really fun, resulting in a spit-fire staccato scene, where anything Performer 1 says is instantly and forcefully replied to by Performer 2. When extending the time a lot (4 or 5 seconds), the performer really starts to learn to not be afraid of silence; in fact, he learns to use the silence as a valuable tool for manipulating tension. Obviously, there are hundreds of ways to develop timing. But, no matter how you go about practicing your timing, keep in the back of your head the fundamentals of timing; its use to control and affect tension release, and it's ability to lengthen or contract the time of tension and release.

Singing Above the Rim:  

The road to stonger musical improv

By:  Adam Felber

Singing an improvised song is the slam dunk of the improv world: It’s relatively easy for professionals and it never fails to electrify the crowd. It’s a moment to bust your individual style and signature moves.

Your musician is definitely the assist-man; you couldn’t do it without him or her, but the audience rarely notices the contribution. In fact, few improvisors really notice him either. That’s a topic for another rant: “The Forgotten Improvisor; What to Buy Your Musician to Make Up For Leaving Her Off the Program.”

But when a troupe improvises a lot of songs, like in a musical, now that’s more like a slam dunk competition. That’s where we realize that all dunks are not necessarily created equal. That’s when it’s not just 2 points for the team - it’s got to have something more. Something special. A little extra rhubarb. Pullin’ out all the stops. Ha-cha-cha-cha....

But unlike other improv skills, a lot of companies don’t have a method or process for improvising songs. Since just about any song sung with confidence will impress an audience, improvisors tend to be Geniuses, Really Good At It or only Pretty Good At It. Those who fall into the first two categories rarely have a method that they can articulate. And since everybody’s at least Pretty Good At It, there’s not a lot of motivation for a company to hunker down and work on their improv song skills.

But we should.

Writing a song is a skill, and like any skill (with the possible exception of kamikaze piloting) it can be mastered. Any professional improvisor can rise near the level of Singing Genius in the audience’s eyes, even though every song won’t necessarily be a truly inspired offering. Herewith is a quick, dirty, utterly unobjective look at some of the basic mad skillz that the Geniuses are using, whether they know it or not:

Save The Rhyme
Most veterans know this one. If you’ve got something funny to say, make it the second line of a rhyming couplet. For example, if you’ve got something funny to say about Bill Clinton, set it up by somehow working in the concept of ‘squintin’’ or ‘stint in’ or even ‘badminton.’ Sure, it may feel a bit like a hack tactic when you try it for the first few times, because, in fact, it is. But it works. And it’s really useful when you start singing well-structured songs.


Sing, Dammit!
A lot of improvisors settle for patter, singing entire songs on one or two notes, never giving much thought to the melody or rhythm. The problem is that this makes the song only as good as its next clever rhyme. It’s unbelievable what kind of effect simply holding a note for a few seconds can have on an audience. Singing a good melody is like surreptitiously pumping nitrous oxide into the theater - everybody’s happy and no-one knows why.

Get Out of the Lyric Cage
When you’re improvising a musical, and it’s time to sing a song, it’s astounding how many improvisors settle for the following lyrical content: a few verses about the plot thus far, and a few verses about what they hope is going to happen next. This is the Cage, the most readily available content. Recapitulating the plot is only good for a cheap laugh or two, because on the most basic level it ‘proves’ to the audience that you are, in fact, improvising. [It’s off-topic, I know, but as far as obsessively ‘proving’ you’re on the level versus just letting the work speak for itself, look at it this way: Jazz musicians are artists who are respected all over the world. Magicians are popular in Vegas and at kids’ birthdays.] Sing about how you’re feeling. Sing about your character’s personal history. Sing about the effect that another character has on you. Sing an extended metaphor that illustrates your predicament or feeling. Sing your character’s life philosophy. Sing about the place that you’re in. Sing about a place that you or another character may be going to. Sing about anything but the plot. That’s what dialogue is for.

Be repetitive. Be repetitive. Be repetitive. Be repetitive. The simplest way to make a point in a song is to say it twice, with more feeling the second time. The simplest way to make it sound like you can actually construct a song is to say something three times. If you are repetitive, the audience can sing along. If you are repetitive, they can sing along, oh yes, if you’re repetitive then they can sing along. (Repeat and fade)

Structuralism 
I’m a big fan of the well-made song. Two basic types to drill: ‘Tagline’ or ‘AABA’ songs (like “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”) or ‘Verse-Chorus’ songs (like “Yellow Submarine”). Verse-Chorus songs are great for groups, but they can be tricky: with all that time between choruses, you’re likely to forget it. “Smells Like Teen Spirit” is a great example of a rousing Verse-Chorus song that you’ll never improvise. The key is to be repetitive. See the previous section, oh babe, see the previous section.

There should be a lot of other sections here, with titles like "The Hook," "Dance, ya Big Pansy!" "Duets: It's Your Partner's Fault," and "What the Fuck Were You Talking About in that 'Structuralism' Section?" But that would seriously eat into sales of my forthcoming book, "How To Get Rich In The Fast-Paced World Of Professional Improvisation." Look for it.

Opening Exercises
And Then 

One player in the middle begins a task, and then asks 'What happens next’? Any player may suggest what needs to happen next, but the idea is for the group to construct a coherent story. The player in the middle should only and strictly be doing what she's told; it is up to the players at the side to construct the story. 

Warehouse

Players walk around leisurely. Tell them they are in a big warehouse, with lots of shelves and cabinets, packed with junk. Players reach out, take something from a shelf, and name it. Players should not preconceive, just open their hands and mime taking something from a shelf, and see what it becomes. Once they've named it for themselves, they place the object back, move on to another shelf and pick up something else. 

Object from the Sky

Let the players walk around the room leisurely. Then ask them to stop, open their hands, and let something fall out of the sky, right into their hands. Let them name the object in their hands, set it aside, move on and open their hands again. You can tell players they can vary the way they extend their hands or hand. They can hold hands in front of them, above their head or close to the ground. See if different stuff shows up. 

Disc 

Tell the players to imagine the stage is a disc, only supported right in the center of the stage. We are going to play a scene, in which the disc needs to be balanced at all times. Anytime a player moves, or a new player enters, the others need to rebalance the disc, and every move needs to be justified. 

3 doors (3 Lines)

Played with 2 players. They get 3 lines (first player gets 2 lines, second one gets one line). Using no more than 3 lines (A-B-A) they need to establish their Platform; who they are, where they are, when and why.
Follow your Nose

Silly physical warm-up. Have everybody mill around the room, and shout a body part. Players then start moving around as if they are leaded by that body part. Continue with another body part. 

Group Freeze

Everyone starts milling about the room. Any player may decide to stop walking at any time. As soon as one player stops walking, everyone needs to freeze in position. As soon as everyone is froze, start walking again. Obviously, the idea is for the group to freeze as quickly as possible. 

1,2,3 A-B-C

A randomly assigned player begins with “One” (or A).  Someone else must then say the corresponding letter or number that follows.  If two people speak at the same time, you go back to the beginning.

Excluding – Allies

4 players play a scene, in which one of the players gets excluded. 

Notes: This is a group exercise, in the sense that players should be sensing where the majority of the group is going.  Tell players not to be afraid of 'being nasty' - be extreme in your exclusion (that makes it easier, also for the player that is excluded). Whoever gets excluded should gladly accept this and react accordingly. Excluded players can go to extremes to be re-included - hilariously funny if even this is thoroughly ignored by the others. 

Yes, Let’s!

Pick a group activity, like throwing a party or organizing a picnic. One player starts, saying "Let's ..." filling in what she wants to do. Then she starts actually doing what she said she wanted to do. A second player jumps in, saying "Let's ..." do something else, to advance the group activity. Both players say "Yes, let's do that" and start doing whatever suggested. Third player jumps in, suggests what to do, and again all players loudly agree to do it, and actually do it. Continue till everyone has suggested something. 

Yes, And!

A marketing table in which a regular object is picked.  The players keep tossing out suggestions to “improve” on the regular object to make it flashier and more appealing.  Everyone loudly agrees with Yes!  (and…)

Oracle

3 players stand close together, preferably arms around one another to give the impression of being a single person.  A question is asked in which all 3 players must answer, speaking at the same time.

Name 6 Circle

You will need a tennis ball or a towel tied in a knot for this one. Everyone is sitting or standing in a circle. You give one person the ball, and ask him to name at least 6 (or any other number, depending on the size of the circle), in the time it takes for the ball to get passed along the circle. Things to ask for might be 

· sour tasting fruit 

· foreign makes of cars 

· Italian foods

· B-movies

Voices from Heaven
4 players, ask the audience who they are, what their occupation would be. 

These 4 characters have died together, and they are going to tell us how that came about. Players line up. The game is played in 3 rounds. In every round, each player offers some information about how they happened to die. At the end of the thirds round, they should all be dead. Notes:  It is quite a challenge to get these 4 stories together, including the deaths of all characters, by the end of the third round. 

Blocking Game – Group Environments
This is a group exercise in building environments. One player starts by entering a 'space' through a 'door', and then leaves that space, through the same or through another door. Any doors placed remain where they are, and the characteristics of the door are not to change.  \Then another player enters the same space, and places a mimed object in that space, either by physically placing the object (carrying, wheeling or pushing it into the space, or by just 'using' it, for example by hanging her coat over a chair. Second players leaves the room, either through one of the established doors, or by placing a new exit. This continues until every player has done their thing. Each player needs to respect, and perhaps use all objects placed by previous players.  The game can then be played in reverse, in which each player, starting with the first, comes BACK and takes or destroys the object / thing they had originally made.

Flash Exercises 

An Association exercise.  On sheets of paper (or said aloud) players must give as many associations to a Variable that is given to them.  Then they pick the best one and explain how to sustain a 3-minute scene with it.

Greetings
All players start milling about the room. You then ask them to greet each other, perhaps just by shaking hands. Players just shake hands, move on, and greet the next player they meet. Then ask the players to greet each other in a more specific way. Possibilities are: 

· greet each other like you greet a long lost friend 

· greet someone you don't really trust 

· greet an ex-lover 

· greet someone you really hate 

· someone you have a secret crush on 

· someone you had a one-night stand with 

· someone that sold you a crappy used car 

· someone with bad breath 

· greet someone like you are a cowboy, a soldier, a nanny, a Russian farmer,... 

Word at a Time Story

A story is told, one word at a time.

Make More Interesting Simple exercise, useful for players that are too verbal.

One player starts a scene. As soon as the trainer claps his hands, the player needs to make whatever he was doing more interesting, without advancing. If our player was opening a briefcase at the clap, he needs to make 'opening a briefcase' more interesting; he is not allowed to take something out of the briefcase, as that would be advancing; player needs to stick to 'opening the briefcase'.

Props

Excellent exercise for building environments. Ask one player to start doing an activity that somehow defines (broadly) a location. E.g. when someone starts typing she might be in a (home) office. The other players then become the other objects in the environment.  Tell the first player she can start using the props built by other players in the environment (if she recognizes them). Tell players to go for the obvious.  When done, ask the first player to name any 'object' built in the environment.

Master Servant Disaster

2 players, one is the master, the other is the servant. The master will ask the servant for something simple. The servant always blocks the question, and explains why this should not be possible. The master always accepts this, and asks for something else (which turns out to be impossible as well). Every time the servant has to explain why this should not be possible, the situation gets worse, until the whole thing turns out to be a disaster. 

An example: 

· Perkins, get me a glass of brandy. 

· Yes sir. Oh, sir, that won't be possible sir, we're out of brandy. 

· Well, get me a glas of whisky, then. 

· Yes sir. Ah, sir, um, we're out of whisky too, sir. 

· Oh? Well get my any kind of alcohol, then. 

· Ah sir, we're out of alcohol sir. 

· Perkins, have you been drinking again? 

· Well, the staff had a little party last night, sir. 

· I see. Well get me a glass of water from the kitchen then. 

· Yes sir. Ah, sir, the water pipes are bust sir, sorry. 

· Well, get me some water from the pond then. 

· Ah, yes, sir, uh, sorry sir, the pond is dry, sir.

And so on, until it turns out that the staff had a little party, accidentily set the kitchen on fire, used the water from the pond to fight the fire, and so on. Eventually, the only room still standing is the master's study, the rest of the castle has burnt down and all staff are dead.

Long Forms
These are the structures that allow an improvisational troupe to do a continuous performance for 45 minutes to an hour or longer. It is crucial that the troupe be experienced and entertaining, as your audience will be bored to emesis if they have to sit through fourty-five minutes of poorly constructed scenes. Before doing this stuff it is important that the troupe be extremely skilled at the BASICS of improvisation: open scenes, character development and attention to detail. Most of the methods of long form are simply methods of linking a series of short form scenes together, usually with a continuing thread of characters, environments or themes.
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“5-4-3-2-1”

Introduction:
We will get five suggestions from the audience for five scenes. 

Description:
Five entirely unconnected scenes take place in succession based on the five offers from the audience. The next wave of scenes will consist of continuations of only four of the previous scenes. The four can be chosen by audience vote, host's choice, or by random. Those four scenes are done in succession. These scenes can start to generate loose connections between the each other. The next wave of three scenes will exclude one of the developing plot lines. This wave of scenes should be quite heavily interconnected. The process of elimination is repeated again, and then two heavily connected scenes are played out. The last scene will tie everything up. Good luck. 
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“Meanwhile”

Introduction:
This scene will involve location directions from your host as the scenes progress. 

Description:
Meanwhile is simply a mechanism to change scenes. Meanwhile is called in the form of the classic comedy gag, "MEANWHILE, back at the fort grandma is beating off the attackers". The meanwhile is added when a scene has ended, or starts to slow down. The meanwhile is usually a lighting cue to dim the lights while the players change location. The lighting cue is not a blackout, a blackout would indicate the end of the long form itself. The meanwhile can be used to introduce new characters, "meanwhile Jackie's date waits patiently near the briar pits", introduce a new location, "meanwhile back at the rocking chair factory." The meanwhiles must be properly spaced and eventually must bring the story back to its origin. 

“Goon River”*

Introduction:
Can we get from the audience the name of a fictional small town, and an occupation for each of the players on the stage please. You will now see a long form scene that will tell the stories of these people and their interactions in their small town. 

Description:
This is a very structured long form. It can only really work well as a handle if it is given the time to develop as a long form. The premise is that all the players weave a story about how all their lives interact in this small town, and how that interaction leads to their untimely death. The players are all lined up on stage. The first time through each player takes a minute to introduce themselves. They must be sure to cover all aspects of their character, it is a good choice to develop a physicalization that represents your character when it returns to your chance. The next wave through the players tell a little bit about their day and start to mention other characters on the stage. These will be the only characters mentioned. The characters come on in no particular order, but it is essential that all the characters speak. The next wave through some conflict is brought up, or there is some kind of foreshadowing of gloom. Whenever an event takes place most of the characters should comment on how it impacts them from their perspective. This can go on for sometime as long as the story is interesting. Ultimately the last words from all the characters either describe the death of themselves or another character from the story. 

* - This is a take off on a piece of literature called Spoon River by Edgar Lee Masters.
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“Balladeer” 

Introduction:
The follow improvisation will be longer than usual. It will be directed by a balladeer, yet remains entirely improvised. 

Description:
The structure of the balladeer is a very simple one. The accompanist and the singer start off with a simple song that may introduce a character, a location, or foreshadow some event. The musical bits are meant to be short. Thirty seconds to a minute is usually enough to pass on some information from the story. Simultaneous to the ballads the players are acting on-stage. They work silently while the balladeer sings, and start to vocalize as the ballad ends. The ballad is used as a chance to change scenes, rescue a scene that not working out, or to bring closure to a scene that has come to some kind of conclusion. There usually are no blackouts during a balladeer, all the changes are made by the balladeer. The players should also recognize that if the balladeer gets into trouble then the players need to step in with a scene. A smart group will put their best storyteller as their balladeer, not the best singer. 

ASK-FORS
Ask-fors are what separates improvisational theatre from all other forms of theatre. The barrier between the audience and the players is broken down by asking the audience what they want the next scene to be about. Extracting that information is a skill in itself. Every troupe has its own style of asking for audience suggestions. The approach suggested here is a neutral one aimed at a slightly neophyte or recalcitrant audience. 
 
Tell the audience that the show is improvised ahead of time. If they have no idea that you are going to be hitting them up for suggestions even the rudest audience knows to not interact with the actors on stage. Be polite, thank the audience member for the suggestion. Qualify that the scene will somehow involve the audience members suggestion, and does not need to involve the ask for itself. 


Long List of Ask-Fors

1. Can I have a relationship between two people? 

2. What is a room in the house? 

3. What did you want to be when you grew up? 

4. What am I holding in my hands (hold up hands)? 

5. What is the opposite of the colour (blue)? 

6. May I get an occupation that involves no risk of physical injury? 

7. May I get a backyard activity? 

8. What are you planning to do on your next day off? 

9. Can I get a non-geographical location? 

10. What is your uncle's favourite hobby? 

11. Please fill in the blank. The -blank- family. 

12. What is a lame excuse for not beng given a speeding ticket? 

13. What is your favourite fruit (vegetable, meat etc.)? 

14. What is an annoying personal habit? 

15. Fill in the blank. The -blank- holiday. 

16. What is the worst excuse you have heard for missing work (school, church)? 

17. Can I get a polysyllabic noun that starts with the letter D (F, G, etc)? 

18. What is your favourite cereal topping? 

19. Where is a bad place to take a date? 

20. Fill in the blanks. For every -blank- there are seven -blanks-. 

21. A poor choice of collateral. 

22. Can I get a crucial moment in history? 

23. If you could defy any natural law, what would it be? 

24. What does it take to wake you up in the morning? 

25. What is the eleventh commandment? 

26. If you could invent a new human organ what would it be? 

27. If god were an atheist what would god have called religion? 

28. If you could work at a Federal Penitentary what job would you choose? 

29. What animal does your spouse remind you of? 

30. Why are you limping this morning? 

31. What is the integral of 3Xcubed? 

Emotion Variables:
Angry

Sad

Paranoid

Alarmed

Flirtatious

Apathetic

Evil

Impressed

Shocked

Exuberant

Suspicious

Affectionate

Advernterous

Jauntry

Jealous

Intrigued

Acrimonious

Acquiescent

Apathetic 

Angst

Bothered 

Distracted

Brave

Calm

Captivated

Careless

Celebratory

Cold

Concerned

Confused

Competitive

Crushed

Dainty

Defensive

Dejected

Delighted

Devoted

Discomfort

Disgusted

Disturbed

Eager

Earnest

Endearing

Enraged

Exasperated

Fanatical

Fearful

Fervent

Fiery

Fitful

Frustrated

Gloomy

Grateful

Grave

Grieving

Grim

Harsh

Hillarious

Hopeful

Horrified

Hurt

Impulsive

Inattentive

Inept

Inspired

Intimidated

Intrigued

Jaunty

Jittery

Jolly

Languid

Lively

Lonely

Love

Melodramatic

Melancholy

Merry

Miserable

Mopy

Mortified

Nervous

Optimistic

Panic

Passionate

Perky

Perplexed

Perturbed

Pessimistic

Pleasant

Proud

Rash

Reckless

Rejoicing

Resentful

Romantic

Satisfied

Shaken

Seductive

Shy

Serious

Smug

Sorrowful

Spicy

Stoic

Stunned

Sunny

Supportive

The Blues

Thrilled

Timid

Tolerant

Tortured

Tranquil

Twitchy

Unconcious

Vivacious

Weary

Yearning

Zealous

Uncomfortable

Unimpressed

Impressionable

Meddlesome
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