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Introduction 

Benjamin Constant was aged four when his tutor suggested that they invent a 
language. They went around the estate, naming everything, and working out a 
grammar, and they even invented special signs to describe the sounds. Ben was 
aged six before he discovered that he'd learned Greek. 1 

We were warned that Algebra was going to be really difficult, whereas Einstein 
was told that it was a hunt for a creature known as 'X ' and that when you caught 
it, it had to tell you it's name. K.J. 
Make learning a beloved activity . . . - Laszlo Polgar 

I was embarrassed that I could be identified in the twilight by my strange 
walk, that I couldn't catch, that I threw like a girl, that if you put me into 
water I sank. I thought that my ideas weren't worth listening to (not 
realizing that my speech was often unintelligible). I was so socially inept 
that if I forgot something I'd have to walk around the block to fetch it -
not wanting to be seen as a lunatic striding aimlessly about. 

'Posture training' might have helped but the gym teacher favoured the 
athletes; singing would have improved my breathing, but I was told just 
to open my mouth in time with the others; relaxation exercises could 
have loosened me up, but I was urged to 'try harder'. Our teachers 
wanted us to bring 'honour' to the school and if Quasimodo had been a 
fine cricketer they'd have been delighted, but they'd have done nothing 
about the hump. 

One might imagine that social pressure would remove aberrations; 
but contact with other people is stressful (our blood pressure goes up 
every time someone enters the room), and whatever lowers our anxiety 
soon becomes engrained. If a fake smile does the trick, or a tight mouth, 
or planning what to say instead of listening, we'll repeat this behaviour 
until we're convinced that it's 'us', just as we believe that our posture and 
our voice are 'us'. 

I remember being held in 'detention' and fuming at the school's 
refusal to help me: 'So I can't get my tongue round the words, so I 
lumber like a bear - why isn't that my teachers' responsibility? What's so 
important about the number of sheep in Tierra del Fuego in 1936 
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compared to being human? What about relationships? What about 
shyness? What about fear? Why complain that I needed speech therapy 
but not tell me what it is or how to get it?' I was so engrossed that when 
the hour was up I had to be told several times to leave. 

I yearned for something that might have been called D r a m a as Self-
i m p r o v e m e n t , and I was right to yearn for it. If my weight could have been 
shifted on to my bones my muscles wouldn't have had to keep holding me 
up. And if I could have learned to 'let go', and to speak clearly, I wouldn't 
have been so tormented. 

Geography students can have tight eyes, and maths students can slur 
their speech, and this isn't thought relevant, but drama has to consider 
the whole person. A drama teacher (who isn't overwhelmed by some 
mammoth production at the end of the school year) can let students 
experiment with different 'selves': the shy can become confident, and the 
hysterical more at ease. No academic who understands this can dismiss 
drama as 'one of the frills'. 

I enlisted in a two-year crash course established to replace teachers 
exterminated in the war (I wasn't 'good enough' to enter a university). 
There was no remedial work for voice or posture, and when I began 
teaching I soon lost the ability to speak. Many hours spent at the Golden 
Square Hospital - round the corner from where William Blake used to 
live - taught me to add sounds that I'd never noticed, and alerted me to 
flaws that I'll take to my grave. 

By happenstance I've spent my life teaching the skills that my teachers 
had ignored. I encourage negative people to be positive, and clever people 
to be obvious, and anxious people not to do their best. People are 
surprised when I give as much attention to the 'klutzes' as to the 'talented' 
players. 

George Devine (pronounced D'veen) was Artistic Director of the Royal 
Court Theatre and he employed me to run the script department, to 
supervise the theatre's educational work, and to direct plays. 

Groups of sixth-formers came for week-long visits. They met the 
artists and staff, and attended shows in the evening (including 
professional wrestling). Two of Her Majesty's Drama Inspectors (John 
Allen and Ruth Foster) sat in on a 'final discussion' where twelve 
eighteen-year-old males stared at me, glumly unresponsive. I said that 
other groups had loved being at the theatre, but 'I hear you're only 
interested in how much money people earn.' 
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I kept provoking the group until one growled: 'Theatre's no use, so 
why bother learning about it?' 

I said: 'Theatre is about relationships. Why don't I teach you how to 
pick up girls?' 

Two of them closed in on me, one red in the face and the other ashen, 
but I couldn't remember which colour precedes physical attack. They 
were shouting in despair that 'picking up girls' was an ability that you 
either had or you didn't have. Suddenly they were all talking furiously, 
and saying how strange it was to be at a place where people liked their 
work and cared about things other than money, and how they were 
destined for rotten stinking jobs that didn't interest them. Then they 
homed in on the inspectors, and raged about their repressive school. The 
meeting was supposed to end at four-thirty but they were still at it at 
seven-thirty. 

This impressed the inspectors and for years I gave workshops at the 
Ministry of Education's Summer School for Drama Advisers (at 
Strawberry Hill) and to groups of Advanced Drama Teachers for the 
Greater London Council. I taught the Royal Shakespeare Company's 
Theatre-Go-Round summer school each year, and gave hundreds of 
demonstrations in schools and colleges. 

The Royal Academy employed me until I left England, and since then 
I've given courses at theatre schools in many countries, including some 
fifteen years at the Danish State School (on and off). When the 
International School of Theatre Anthropology (ISTA) devoted a summer 
school to the study of improvisation, they invited Dario Fo, Grotowski 
and myself each to give a week of workshops. 

People are surprised that I'm still excited about teaching, but why 
shouldn't I be when I've hardly scratched the surface? 

When Devine founded the Royal Court Theatre Studio he invited me to 
teach there. The advertisement offered 'refresher courses' to all members 
of 'the theatrical profession', but I had no idea what I was supposed to 
refresh. 

I admired actors who were 'alive', moment by moment (unlike those 
from the 'Theatre of Taxidermy'), so I pinned up a list of 'Things My 
Teachers Stopped Me From Doing' and used it as a syllabus. My teachers 
had felt obliged to destroy our spontaneity, using techniques that had 
proved effective for hundreds of years, so why not reverse their 
methods? I had been urged to concentrate on one thing at a time, so I 
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looked for ways of splitting the attention; I had been taught to look 
ahead, so I invented games that would make it difficult to think past the 
next word. 'Copying' had been called cheating, so I made people imitate 
each other. Funny voices had been anathema, so I encouraged funny 
voices. 'Originality' and 'concentration' had been prized so I became 
notorious as the acting coach who shouted 'Be more obvious!' and 'Be 
more boring!' and 'Don't concentrate!' 

Many of these 'reversals' are now known as 'classic' games (as if they 
came from ancient Greece) and they worked so well that we were soon 
laughing all day long. But were we really so amusing? I didn't know of 
any other improvisation in England (except some Stanislavsky classes), 
so the only way to validate the work was to go onstage with a pride of 
improviser lions. 

Devine wanted the processes of theatre to be visible to everyone (in 
disagreement with his friends like Olivier, who wanted to 'preserve the 
magic'), so there was usually at least one observer watching my classes. 
The British Council sent along any foreigners who wanted to see new 
methods of actor training (because who else would have welcomed 
them?), and my improvisation group (the Theatre Machine) was soon 
invited to tour abroad. When the work was good, the reviews compared 
us to Chaplin and Keaton. 

N O T E S 

1 He grew up to write A d o l p h e and become a lover of Madame de Stael. 



1 Theatresports 

Origins 

Theatresports was inspired by pro-wrestling, a family entertainment 
where Terrible Turks mangled defrocked Priests while mums and dads 
yelled insults, and grannies staggered forward waving their handbags 
(years passed before I learned that some of the more berserk grannies 
were paid stooges). 

The bouts took place in cinemas (in front of the screen) and the 
expressions of agony were all played 'out-front'. No theatre person could 
have believed that it was real, and nor could anyone with a knowledge of 
anatomy. Jackie Pallo explains how he would climb up one of the posts 
and then crash down on to his prone victim - 'landing with my knee 
across his throat. He would go into convulsions, and so would the ladies 
at the ringside. Everybody would be happy. But if my knee had hit his 
throat with my weight and the impetus of my jump from the post 
behind it, the poor lad would have ended up on a slab.' 1 

Wrestling was the only form of working-class theatre that I'd seen, 
and the exaltation among the spectators was something I longed for, but 
didn't get, from 'straight' theatre - perhaps because 'culture' is a 
minefield in which an unfashionable opinion can explode your self-
esteem. 

John Dexter and William Gaskill (two of Devine's directors) shared 
my fleeting interest in wrestling, and we fantasized about replacing the 
wrestlers with improvisers, an 'impossible dream' since every word and 
gesture on a public stage had to be okayed by the Lord Chamberlain. He 
was a Palace official who gutted plays of any ideas that might disturb the 
Royal Family, and who was actually a coven of ex-Guards officers. I 
wanted one of them to sit at the side of the stage and blow a whistle if 
anything untoward seemed likely to occur, but the spectators would 
have chased him out of the theatre. 

It was embarrassing to have visiting Russians commiserate with us 
over our lack of freedom. The best theatre in England (Joan Littlewood's 
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Theatre Workshop) was punished because one actor had imitated 
Churchill's voice, and another had walked across the stage carrying a 
board 'at a phallic angle'. Even comedians needed Royal approval for 
every proposed word and 'significant gesture'. Had wrestling been 
recognized as theatre, every throw, posture and expletive would have 
needed permission. Gaskill and the Board of the English Stage Society 
hastened the demise of this 'nannying' when they courageously 
presented plays by Edward Bond uncut. 1 

In spite of this censorship, the Theatre Machine was soon performing 
on public stages (once a week at the Cochrane Theatre, for example). I 
was giving comedy classes in public and the Lord Chamberlain was 
reluctant to open that can of worms, but Theatresports - a competition 
between teams of improvisers - could not be presented as 'educational'. 
It was just a way to liven up my impro classes until I moved to Canada, 
where we played it at the Secret Impro Theatre in a basement at Calgary 
University and then at the Pumphouse Theatre. 

In the early days we gave the money back if we performed badly, and 
the audiences would leave the theatre searching for positive things to say 
- 'I liked that scene', 'She was good!', 'I liked the Pecking-order' - and 
they'd come back to see another show, curious to know what a 
satisfactory performance was like. 

I demonstrated the game in Vancouver (where I found an excellent 
theatre for it), and in Europe, and it's since spread all over the world. 
Eleven countries competed at the Calgary Winter Olympics, and our 
international summer school attracts students from over twenty 
countries. The Chairman of the Californian State Arts Council wrote to 
our funding bodies and to the Canada Council to say that our work was so 
valuable that they'd fund us from California if their mandate permitted. 

Theatresports at Loose Moose 

Loose Moose is the theatre that I founded (with Mel Tonken) in Calgary. 
It had been a cattle auction house and was designed so that farmers 
could be close to the stage and have an unimpeded view; hence the half-
circle of steeply raked seats. So it was perfect for improvisers: an acting 
space where we could lie down and still be seen.3 

It's two minutes past eight on a Sunday evening and the smell of 
popcorn tells you that you're in the presence of something populist. The 
opening music starts, and the spectators begin to cheer as a follow-spot 
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weaves over them. It settles on the Commentator, who stands in front of 
a scoreboard high up to the right of the semicircle of the audience. 

He/she welcomes the spectators and breaks the ice, perhaps asking 
them to: 'Tell a stranger the vegetable that you most hate!' or 'Tell 
someone a secret you've never told anyone!' or 'Hug the stranger closest 
to you.' (I'm amazed that our spectators will agree to hug each other.) 

Perhaps they'll be asked to do a Mexican wave: if so, this is best led by 
an improviser standing centre-stage. The Commentator now becomes a 
disembodied voice that eases any difficulties, explains the finer points, 
and tells you if you've left your car headlights on. This voice can 
comment briefly without being intrusive, whereas emcees have to speak 
in paragraphs to make their interruptions seem worthwhile. 

'Can we have the traditional boo for the Judges!' says the Commen­
tator. 

This is a way of giving the audience permission to boo later on 
(should the urge take them). 

Three robed Judges cross the stage to sit in the moat that surrounds 
our acting area. Bicycle horns hang around their necks (these are the 
'rescue horns' used to honk boring players off the stage). Their 
demeanour is serious, it being less fun to boo light-hearted people. 

On a typical night the Commentator might introduce: 'a ten-minute 
challenge match played by two of our rookie teams. Give the Aardvarks a 
big hand . . .' 

Three or four improvisers scamper on from the side opposite their 
team bench. This allows us a view of them as they cross the stage. 

'And now, a round of applause for the Bad Billys!' 
Teams at Loose Moose can sink into semi-obscurity in the two-foot-

deep moat around the stage, but many groups feature their teams, 
lighting them at all times, and sometimes sitting them across the rear of 
the stage, facing front, where they are forced to sustain fixed expressions 
of glee (this is typical of'Game-Show Theatresports', in which the emcee 
is the star and the players may be of no more consequence than the 
volunteers at 'give-away' shows on TV). 

'A Judge and two team captains to the centre,' says the Commentator. 
A coin is tossed, and perhaps the winner will create some benevolence 

by saying: 'You make the first challenge.' 
A player crosses into 'enemy territory', and says: 'We, the Aardvarks, 

challenge you, the Bad Billys, to the best scene from a recent movie!' (or 
whatever). 
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'We accept!' say their opponents. 
Each team improvises their 'movie' scene (challengers going first), 

and the Judges award points by holding up cards that range from one to 
five: five means excellent, one means bad, and a honk from a rescue 
horn means 'kindly leave the stage'. Challenge follows challenge until an 
agreed time is reached. 

Sometimes there are 'one-on-one' challenges, in which players from 
the opposing teams perform together - perhaps in a 'one-on-one love 
scene to be judged on sincerity and truth' (one-on-one scenes may 
involve several players from each team). Challenges can be to anything 
(at the discretion of the Judges) - for example, Bruce McCulloch's 
challenge to 'the best scene completed in the length of time that I can 
submerge my head in a bucket of water'. 

Scenes may drag, just as in conventional theatre, but we hope that 
anything tedious will be cut short by a 'Warning for Boring' (a honk 
from a rescue horn), and if the Judges honk a scene that everyone is 
enjoying there'll be mass outrage. I remember being a Judge with 
Suzanne Osten at Unga Klara, and witnessing her amazement at the fury 
generated by the Stockholm theatregoers. I asked her to turn and look at 
them and she saw all these happy Swedes yelling their heads off". 

Penalties involve sitting for two minutes beside the scoreboard with 
your head in a wicker penalty basket. On rare occasions the Judges will 
penalize a member of the audience, perhaps for shouting an obscenity. 
The audience member never refuses - the peer pressure is enormous. 

This beginners' game is usually followed by a fifteen-minute Free-
Impro in which a 'trainer' gives a class (exactly as I did with the Theatre 
Machine in the sixties). This can be interesting in a quite fresh way, and 
the audience enjoys being initiated into the 'secrets'. 

The Free-Impro is usually followed by a Danish Game (so called 
because I developed it in Denmark at a time when we wanted to 
emphasize the international appeal of Theatresports). The Judges leave, 
and an 'Ombud' explains the penalty basket (if it hasn't already been 
used), and tells the spectators that after each pair of challenges they'll be 
asked to shout the name of the team that 'did the best scene'. He/she 
drills them into yelling as loudly as possible. Some prissy Theatresports 
groups ask the audience to hold up coloured cards to indicate the team 
they prefer, but that's gudess compared to shouting a team's name as 
loudly as you can. 

After each pair of challenges, the 'Ombud' reminds the spectators of 
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the scenes they've just been watching (because laughter interferes with 
transfer from the short-term memory). 'Did you prefer the love scene in 
which the Executioner eloped with the Prisoner? Or the love scene in 
which the aged Janitor said a tearful farewell to his broom? On the count 
of three - One! Two! Three!' 

The winners earn five points, and a new challenge is issued. 
Sometimes there has to be a re-shout, and team names may have to be 

yelled separately, but even if we had a 'decibelometer' or whatever, we'd 
never use it. Yelling en masse is good for the soul. 

Teams add variety by challenging to scenes in mime, or in gibberish, 
or in verse, or in song, and so forth, while the Sound Imps (Sound 
Improvisers) supply thunder, or explosions, or blue-grass music, or 'The 
Ride of the Valkyries' or punk rock, or 'The Dance of the Sugar Plum 
Fairy', or 'vampire music', or love themes, or flushing toilets, or 
whatever else is appropriate. 

In every American city you can see improvisers performing with just a 
few chairs: not even with a desk, or a table, or with a door to slam on the 
way out. I blame this on mime-influenced ideas, and on 'bar-pro' 
(impro in bars where the stages are usually minuscule). Whenever 
possible I surround the players with tables covered with junk - a golf-
cart, beds and bedding, wheelchairs, a boat that they can 'row' about the 
stage, and whatever. On tour the Theatre Machine used to raid the prop 
rooms - borrowing, for example, the massive Hansel and Gretel's cage 
from the Vienna Opera (and then not using it). 

'Scénographies' are supplied by 'Snoggers', who lurk backstage ready 
to roll tumbleweed across the stage for a Western scene, or to drape 
chairs with 'mylar' for a scene in heaven.4 They'll fold back the carpet to 
reveal the taped outline of a body (to establish a crime scene), or lay a 
black-painted ladder on the stage to indicate a 'railroad track', or they'll 
stand on opposite sides of the stage holding up baskets to establish a 
gymnasium. Audience volunteers are sometimes conscripted: I once saw 
fifty people run on to the stage and lie down and make sucking noises 
while the improvisers pretended to be duck hunters wading through a 
swamp. 

After an hour we take a fifteen-minute break, and then our best 
improvisers play a Revised Match in which the winners of each challenge 
get an extra scene in which to pile up more points; this enables the 
audience to see more of the 'hottest' team. 

Our audience are out of the theatre by ten o'clock at the very latest, 
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and if the performance has gone well, you'll feel that you've been 
watching a bunch of good-natured people who are wonderfully 
cooperative, and who aren't afraid to fail. It's therapeutic to be in such 
company, and to yell and cheer, and perhaps even go on stage with 
them. With luck you'll feel as if you've been at a wonderful party; great 
parties don't depend on the amount of alcohol but on positive 
interactions. 

Loose Moosers are computer experts, or doctors, or pizza cooks, or 
City workers, and so on. Few of them intend to earn a living using their 
impro skills, and nor do I encourage it, yet our alumni write for and/or 
perform in shows like S a t u r d a y N i g h t L i v e , and R o s e a n n e , and they work 
as writers and script consultants, as well as being actors and stand-up 
comedians. Their success has resulted in many senior players leaving 
Calgary, and the matches at Loose Moose are sometimes run almost 
entirely by teenagers who provide the music, the lighting and the 
commentary, and run the concessions, and so forth. 

Teens who would despise any conventional 'cultural' performance 
will go through considerable hardship to take part in our shows because 
impro is 'daring', and because they get to practise exactly those 
interpersonal skills that they are so desperate to improve. Their self-
confidence and 'grace under fire' are the abilities that posh English 
schools struggle to instil. 

Theatresports by Stealth 

Let's say that students in an impro scene are gabbling away and paying 
no attention to each other (because if they listened to what was being 
said they might be obliged to alter). You might slow them down by 
saying that the first student to use a word that includes an's' loses the 
game; for example: 

- 'Good morning, Dad.' 
- 'You came in very late last night, Joan!' 

Dad loses (because the word 'last' contains an V ) . Of course, if he'd 
been paying attention, he could have said something like: 'You came in 
very late . . . er . . . long after midnight, Joan!' 

Students enjoy this game more if you split them into two teams and 
award the winner of each 'round' five points. They will now be playing a 
version of Theatresports. 
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Add more games. Say that the first player to kill an idea loses; for 
example: 

- 'You seem out of breath. Been running?' 
- 'It's my asthma . . .' 

This asthma attack loses because it rejects the idea about running. 
Or add a game in which you lose if you say anything that is not a 

question. 

- 'You want to interrogate me?' 
- 'You're a suspect, aren't you?' 
- 'Shall I sit down here?' 
- 'That's my chair.' 

The suspect wins. 
Ask two Team Captains to pick three or four players each. Appoint a 

scorekeeper, and three Judges. Ask these teams to challenge to anything 
that occurs to them (at the discretion of the Judges); for example, to the 
best master-servant scene or to an 'Indian leg-wresde', or to the most 
frightening scene - whatever. Encourage the onlookers to root for their 
teams and tremendous enthusiasm can be released. 

Give each Judge a set of scorecards from one to five, and a bicycle 
horn that they can honk to end boring scenes. Later on you can add a 
Commentator (preferably with a microphone) and you can appoint 
'teckies' (sound-and-lighting improvisers) and 'snoggers' (scenogra-
phers). If you introduce the ideas piece by piece the students will feel 
that they thought up the game themselves. 

In good circumstances, competition generates a desire to improve 
technique, and the teacher becomes a resource for students who are 
eager to master the skills - an excellent teaching situation. 

Teaching the 'Form' 

I'm teaching Theatresports in class, and the Fat Cats and the Aardvarks 
are being introduced by a Commentator, and are crossing the stage to 
their team benches. 

I interrupt: 'Don't straggle in like separate individuals. Be attentive to 
each other. Be visibly a group. Don't look isolated.' 

They try again. 
'Better!' I say. 'But you look nervous.' 
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Another attempt. 
'Now you look arrogant. We preferred you the first time!' 
'So what are we to do?' 
'Keep imagining that the spectators are even nicer than you expected. 

Experience a little shock of pleasure each time you look out front. Don't 
"demonstrate" this, just "experience" it, and trust that your positive 
feelings will be transmitted subliminally.' 

I might ask them to imagine that they've been kept in a box full of 
wood-shavings all week, and that this is their one chance to be fully alive. 
Or I might get them to enter with their eyes narrower than usual - this 
will almost certainly make them feel hostile - and then I'll try for the 
'rebound' effect. 

'Enter again, but this time let your eyes be wide open!' 
Wide-eyed students see everything in a positive light, and huge energy 

can be released. They'll seem less afraid of the 'space' around them, and 
they're likely to stop 'judging themselves'. Remove defences in life and 
you increase anxiety: remove them onstage and anxiety diminishes. 

I get the Commentator to say: 'Can we have the regulation "boo" for 
the Judges!' 

Two Judges cross the stage to their 'bench', while a third goes centre-
stage to supervise the coin toss. 

'You should all stay together,' I say. 
'This saves time.' 
'But then we don't see the Judges as "one organism". Cross the stage 

as a unit and take your places while the audience hiss and boo. Then the 
Commentator can cut into the booing by saying: "Head Judge to the 
centre for the coin toss, please!"' (This 'Head Judge' is a fiction - one 
Judge must not be able to boss the other two about.) 

The Fat Cats win the toss, and one of them mumbles: 'What about a 
master-servant scene?' 

I cut in: 'You're young, you're healthy, you aren't crippled! Stride to 
the other half of the stage and hurl your challenge in a clear voice. Be 
formal; announce: "We, the Fat Cats, challenge you, the Aardvarks, to 
the best master-servant scene!" The voice is not just to be heard, it's a 
whip that disciplines the spectators. Be dynamic! Forget this Hamlet 
stuff of feeling queasy before the duel!' 5 

Two Fat Cats come onstage and I stop them instantly. 'What message 
are you giving to the audience?' 

'We hadn't started!' 



1 T H E A T R E S P O R T S 9 

'But you're looking uptight! This tells the spectators that you don't 
want to play' 

'But we do want to play!' 
'Then express some pleasure!' 
They try again, and again I stop them. 
'Didn't we look cheerful?' 
'You were grinning away like bad circus performers!' (All teeth and 

tight eyes.) 'And what about your team-mates who stayed on the bench? 
What were they doing?' 

'We weren't doing anything,' they protest. 
'So what message does that give? You look as if you're relieved to have 

escaped a task! That won't create much benevolence!' 
This time they all leap up, fighting to see who plays the scene. 
'That displays you as selfish! Be eager, but be good natured enough 

not to mind if someone else gets to play.' 
Next time they hit the stage like a wave. Two go happily back to the 

bench while the others scramble to drag on a table and chairs. 
'Never rush when you set up the props or the furniture. Just be 

efficient.' 
'But we don't want to keep the audience waiting.' 
'The audience doesn't like players who seem stressed. They want you 

to be visibly in control. Theatre is an expression of vitality, but it's also a 
cave where human beings should feel secure.' 

A master-servant scene establishes a besieged casde, and I stop them 
after a couple of sentences. 'Let's say that the scene is over and the Judges 
are slow in giving their score - what does the Commentator do?' 

'Tell them to hurry up?' 
'That's a bit high status. Say: "And the Judge's scores are . . ." If 

nothing happens, drop hints. Say quiedy: "The Judges are taking their 
time over this decision", or: "The audience are getting restive." Never 
seem bossy or aggressive.' 

I ask them to imagine that the Fat Cats have performed well. 
Each Judge holds up a three card. 
'But if it went well - why not a couple of fours? Don't be afraid to be 

criticized for scoring high!' 
The Aardvarks leap onstage to present their scene. 
'Wait!' I say: 'That's how the other team arrived. Isn't there some 

other way to express good nature and playfulness?' 
They're baffled. 



10 I M P R O F O R S T O R Y T E L L E R S 

'Wish your colleagues good luck. Shake hands with them. Pretend j 
they're boxers and that you're their seconds. Towel them. Mime putting 
gum-shields in their mouths. Announce them as the "Undefeated i 
Winners" at this particular game. Let them sign autographs. You can't j 
convey good nature, courage, affection and playfulness by being 
obedient!' 

'But won't the Judges start to count us out?' 
'I hope so [anything for variety] but when they do, just start the game!' 
They are about to launch into their master-servant scene. 
'Just a moment. There's a table and two chairs onstage, but that was 

the previous scenography. How about working on an empty stage? Or 
why not drag on the boat? Why not invite some audience members on to 
the stage and have them be distorting mirrors in a fun-fair.' 

They remove the furniture while their team-mates sit in the moat and 
look bored. 

'Whoa! Be eager to assist your colleagues [even if they're members of 
the other team]. This is theatre, not the work-a-day world where people 
are mean spirited and drag themselves about with "marks of woe".' 

The Aardvarks begin their scene. 
'Wait!' 
'What now?' 
'The other scene was set in a casde, and so is this one. Why not be two 

lighthouse keepers playing golf? Or God being massaged by one of the 
angels? Never repeat what the other team did unless they were so 
incompetent that you can say: "We'll show you how they should have 
played that scene!"' 

We move on. 
'Let's imagine that the Aardvarks have performed an uninspired 

scene. Wil l the Judges please score it.' 
Each Judge holds up a one card. 
'But if the scene was only worth a one, why were we watching it? 

Honk boring players off the stage. Don't let them burble on.' 
It's the Aardvarks' turn to issue a challenge. 
'We, the Aardvarks, challenge you, the Fat Cats, to a game requiring 

verbal skills.' 
'That's like asking us to compare a pole-vaulter with a shot-putter. 

The audience wants to see the players competing in the same event.' 
'Al l right, we challenge you to "an experience while hitch-hiking" told 

by an audience member!' 
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'We accept!' 
'I'll give you a story,' I say. 'I was hitch-hiking once and I couldn't get 

a ride for hours, but then I saw a flying saucer and thumbed it down.' 
They prepare to act this out. 
'You believe that rubbish?' 
'No.' 
'Why accept something that you could have made up yourselves?' 
'But why should a story from the audience have to be true?' 
'Because then the spectators will be imagining the effect on the person 

who volunteered it. And you can ask them how accurate you were.' 
We move on. 
'Let's say that the Aardvarks have performed an amazingly funny 

scene. What do the Fat Cats do?' 
'An even funnier scene.' 
'But the audience were rocking in their seats - can you compete with 

that? Why not offer something slow, something serious, something 
"emotional"?' 

I put two students centre-stage, and turn to the players on the bench: 
'This scene is going splendidly - what do you do?' 

'Join it!' 
'But if it's going splendidly, you probably aren't needed. Stay on the 

bench and try to find a way to end it!' 
'End it when it's going well?' they snort. 
'A scene that ends when the audience is howling with laughter will get 

fours and fives, but if you eke it out lingeringly, you'll get a lower score. 
But let's suppose that a scene is going badly - what then?' 

'Get on-stage and help them.' 
'Absolutely! Or shout advice! Or grab the mike and add a commentary! 

Or mime sweeping them off the stage! Or plead with the Judges to honk a 
rescue horn. Or enter as Doctors and take them back to the asylum! Or as 
Impro-Police who arrest them for cruelty to the audience.' 

If a team is 'honked off the stage, make sure that they stay good 
natured. Professional actors are very likely to express anger or resentment, 
but no one admires this, or wants to invite them home after the game. 

In at the Deep End 

The first Theatresports in Vancouver was played in the evening after a 
two-day workshop. I introduced the concept in the last hour and 
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suggested that the students phone a local theatre for permission to play a 
match that night after the regular performance. The theatre agreed, and 
the audience were invited to stay and had a wonderful time (as did the 
players). 

In contrast, groups that study in private, and who are determined to 
'get it right', usually give up; yet had they been thrown in front of an 
audience they might have had a great adventure. And some skills can't be 
mastered in private (like staying good natured while being publicly 
trashed). 

So my advice is: 

• Find Judges who will throw you off when you're boring. 
• Play a match in public before you know what you're doing. 
• Keep the first matches mercifully short (twenty minutes is ample and 
can seem like hours when you are uninspired). 
• Screw-up with good humour. 
• 'Lick your wounds'; practise the skills; plunge in again. 

In a school context, performing in public may mean playing in front 
of another class, or during the lunch-hour, or challenging another 
school. 

Disaster is Unavoidable 

The first time a group works in public they may be so humble, so 
vulnerable, that the audience's heart goes out to them. Next time, or the 
time after, they'll leap onstage without a trace of humility, and the 
audience will say to itself: 'So they think they're funny? Let's see them 
prove it!' and the glory turns to ashes. 

Yo-yoing between arrogance and humility when you're a beginner is 
as inevitable as falling off when you learn to ride a bike. 

The Sticky Stage 

A beginners' team is onstage with nothing to offer. Wil l they end their 
scene so that they can calm down and try again? No they won't - because 
they're too proud to admit defeat. But what if they did become inspired? 
Wil l they end the scene then? Not when they're basking in the warm 
sunshine of the audience's approval! Yet this approval can't last for ever, 
and when it's gone they'll be ashamed to slink off. So they're stuck, and 
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will soon be searching desperately for a laugh to end on. This is tedious 
for the audience, and yet weak Judges will collude in this, thinking, 
We've got to give them a chance. This removes the great advantage of 
Theatresports, which is that dead scenes are given a quick burial. 

The Magnetic Stage 

Players sitting on the team-bench feel left out, so they leap in, not 
realizing that they should have been shouting advice, or providing sound 
effects, or waiting for an opportunity to wave the lights down. 

I attended a match where even the 'offstage' team was constantly 
onstage ('being helpful to the other team'), and I was told that 'having 
everyone onstage is "democratic"'. Not so at Loose Moose where an 
experienced improviser will sometimes play against a four-person team. 

'Wouldn't your audience love to see a solo performer thrust onstage 
and having to survive?' 

'That would be "shining"!' they said. ('Shining' means showing off.) 
'But it's thrilling to see a human being who is at the centre of 

attention, and who is without fear. Solo violinists, or magicians, or 
jugglers aren't shining!' 

Arrogant players feel that they've failed if they're playing a submissive 
role, or are waiting on the bench. They leap onstage to share the glory 
whether they're needed or not, and yet the world's drama is based on 
scenes between two people. It's very difficult to find a good three-person 
acting scene because the third character is usually functioning as some 
sort of spectator - and why should improvisation be any different? 
Scenes that involve all the players should be the exception, not the rule. 

Challenges 

Issuing challenges: Keep a certain formality. Challenges should seem 
important. (If the players can't take the game seriously why should the 
onlookers?) And be brief. Most challenges are self-explanatory. If you 
neglect something essential - for example, that a 'miss-grab' loses a Hat-
Game - the Commentator or a Judge can clarify this. 

Challenge to anything: Many teams only challenge to games (and to the 
same games), but unexpected and unheard-of challenges keep the 
players alert. Challenge to novelties like a spelling-bee, or to the most 
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convincing impersonation of a celebrity, or to the best scene with an 
audience member, or to the best scene directed by the other team. Take 
risks. Challenges that seem stupid, incomprehensible or repetitive can 
always be rejected (at the discretion of the Judges). 

Some groups want to ban challenges that 'always fail' (there was once 
a move to veto the He Said/She Said Game, but if we avoided every game 
that a group disliked, the difficult ones would never be mastered. The 
problem lies not in the games, but in weak Judges who let uninspired 
scenes drag on. If the players are boring (which they will be if they're 
screwing up a game), throw them off. 

Great teams brain-storm to find new challenges; for example: to the 
funniest joke, to the best one-minute radio drama played in the dark 
(this gives our audience a chance to cuddle), to the best scene featuring 
an object chosen by the other team (at the Olympics, Calgary offered a 
live goat6), to the best scene using an audience volunteer (off-limits to 
beginners because volunteers must be treated with love and generosity 
and this takes skill), to the best enactment of a folk tale (with an 
audience volunteer as the Hero), to the best love scene with a tragic 
ending, to the best excuse, to the best lie, to the best exposure of an 
injustice, to the best revenge, to the best escape, to the most com­
passionate scene, to the best use of the other team (e.g., as a blob in a 
science-fiction movie, as furniture, as bowling balls), to the most serious, 
positive, truthful, romantic, horrific, or boring scene (the Danes at the 
Olympics presented an unforgettable 'most boring consummation of a 
marriage'), to a family relationship, to a scene with pathos, and so on. 

Great teams set themselves goals like including audience volunteers in 
every scene, or playing each scene in gibberish, but when teams only 
challenge to Theatre Games (and to the same games week after week) 
this creates the same monotony as soup followed by soup followed by 
soup. Games are for providing contrast, and should be interspersed 
between stories, or between challenges to 'the best religious scene', or 'to 
the most psychotic scene', or whatever. 

The need for variety: Wonderful challenges are sometimes created in the 
heat of the moment, but when inspiration fails, each challenge is likely to 
resemble the one before. A scene in which someone asks for a job is 
followed by another scene in which someone asks for a job. Some groups 
try to solve this by issuing vague challenges; for example: 'We challenge 
you to a scene involving physical skills', but then Theatresports moves 
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further away from sport (because there's less direct comparison between 
the teams). The Audience team7 would avoid such problems by 
shouting: 'The book! The book!' in pretended panic, and run to open a 
book in which they had written possible challenges. If you create such a 
book, write verbal challenges in one column, physical challenges in 
another, solo challenges in another, and so on. 

D u r a t i o n of challenges: Some groups expect every scene to last for six 
minutes (or whatever), but this diminishes variety. Others assume that a 
scene that lasts a quarter of an hour is better than one that lasts thirty 
seconds. I've seen matches in which not one scene pleased the 
performers, and yet they struggled to make them all last for at least six 
minutes. It would have been better to say: 'This is garbage! Can we start 
again!' 

A v o i d 'lock-ins': Don't trap yourself by announcing what will happen 
unless you have to. For example: if the Commentator has said: 'And now 
for the final challenge', and the scenes are dreary, it becomes difficult for 
the Judges to add a further challenge. Another example: a Director set up 
a dramatic scene, and over-directed it by saying: 'You can only use three-
word sentences.' It would have been better to add this instruction later 
in the scene - if it was needed. 

Baulking: A challenge can be baulked at (refused) at the discretion of the 
Judges. Such baulks add variety and give the spectators something to 
discuss on the way home. Typical baulks might be: 'We want to baulk at 
that challenge on the grounds that everyone's sick of it!' Or: 'We think 
that challenge is too vague.' Or: 'We'd like to baulk unless they can make 
us understand what they mean!' Or: 'We've just had two scenes in verse. 
Does anyone really want them to be followed by two singing scenes?' 

If a baulk is upheld, a fresh challenge must be issued, and if this 
should also prove unacceptable, the Judges must issue a challenge of 
their own. 

Judges can also baulk. They can say: 'We object to that game!' (and 
give reasons); or they can drop hints, for example: 'If you'd like to baulk 
at that we'll be delighted to uphold you!' 

I've seen Judges baulk at a challenge to 'the best suicide in slow-
motion', asking that the challenge be made more general; for example, 
'to the most interesting suicide'. 

Baulks should never be accepted automatically; for example: 
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'We challenge you to the best scene involving a beard!' 
'We baulk at that!' 
'On what grounds?' 
'On the grounds that they've got beards and we haven't!' 
'Overruled!' 
Correct! After all, a clean-shaven team could improvise beards from 

wigs, or a scientist could invent a hair-restorer so powerful that a SWAT 
team has to shave its way into him. 

When three members of a team were sitting with their heads in penalty 
baskets (a rare occurrence), the fourth player baulked at a challenge to: 
'the best four-person pecking-order'. This was overruled on the grounds 
that the audience would be delighted to see one person play four different 
characters (or working with three audience volunteers). 

Players wishing to be cooperative will agree to be in scenes that hold 
not the slightest interest for them (or for us), but it's better to baulk than 
to collude in mutual self-destruction. 

The Warning for Boring 

He is terrified of b e c o m i n g 'too respected', he explains, 'because they don't tell 

y o u when y o u are bad' . 

Interview with Sir John Gielgud, G u a r d i a n W e e k l y , 8 November 1996 

If a team receives a 'Warning for Boring' they have to end their scene 
and leave the stage (it's not a 'warning' but the real thing, but it sounds 
less insulting than a cry of'boooorrring'). 

'Warnings' are given by a 'honk' of the rescue horn that each Judge 
wears around his/her neck. Before I bought these horns, 'warnings' were 
given by a zero card, but it feels less 'teachery' to be 'honked' off, rather 
than 'zeroed' off. (Judges can also end a scene by waving the lights down, 
as can the lighting operators or team members if they see a suitable 
moment.) 

Even experienced players will plod on, hoping for inspiration that 
never comes. Our players will sometimes storm into our green room 
after a bad show saying: 'Where were the boring-calls when we needed 
them!' (as if forbidden to end boring scenes themselves), but there is a 
minority of players who so enjoy being the centre of attention that they 
don't care if they're tedious. I heard one say: 'I'm a performer - why 
should I care what the audience think?' (making me wonder about his 
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sex life). Such players will complain that the warning is being given (or 
that the lights are fading), before people have lost interest, but could 
there possibly be a better time? The audience will howl with rage if a 
scene is honked unjustifiably, and this unites them with the actors against 
the Judges (good!), and yet selfish players will resent the 'injustice'. 

'No Judge can be right all the time,' I say. 'And Theatresports is not a 
school where everyone's prestige depends on being marked correctiy. 
After all, you're not being cast out into the tundra during a blizzard.' 

'But don't you realize what a depressing effect the warning has on the 
audience?' 

'It does if the players skulk off like whipped dogs, but it's heart­
warming to see improvisers who are thrown off and stay good natured.' 

'I didn't go through drama school to be told I was boring!' 
'If you want to be dignified, why improvise?' 
Handled ineptly, warnings can be brutal, but used properly they create 

benevolence. The spectators adore improvisers who can be thrown 
offstage and yet stay happy. 

Accepting the Warning 
At least one group softens the warning by saying that it just means 'that 
the players failed to see a possible ending'. This goes against the nature of 
sport. The spectators want to see boxers being knocked out, speed-boats 
flipping over, and improvisers being told unequivocally that their scene 
has failed. Boring means boring, and many scenes are boring after 
twenty seconds (already irredeemably stupid). 

Instead of learning how to be rejected with good humour - which can 
take all of five minutes - many groups remove the warning, and other 
groups give the players two or three minutes to 'find an ending', perhaps 
signalling this by throwing in a towel, yet minutes of boredom may have 
preceded this (if the Judges are timid). Throwing in a towel shows an 
extraordinary greed for stage-time, because it admits defeat, and yet still 
demands a chance to 'wrap up the scene'. (Why 'wrap-up' something 
bad when you can flush it away instantly?) Another unsatisfactory 
solution is to impose time limits on all scenes, sometimes as little as one 
or two minutes ('unsatisfactory' because players should learn how to end 
scenes by themselves). I've even heard of Theatresports being advertised 
as 'no scene over ninety seconds', which might make some sense if the 
entire event only lasted for fifteen minutes, but why kill scenes that have 
a lot of power and energy? Perhaps weak judges had allowed boring 



18 I M P R O F O R S T O R Y T E L L E R S 

scenes to drag on poindessly, and the ninety-second rule was an act of 
desperation. 

In the early days we were so protective of the players' feelings that a 
team kept possession of the stage until the third warning, and all 
warnings had to be unanimous. Then we threw teams off after the 
second warning. Finally, after much heart-searching, we decided that 
justice was less important than getting dead scenes off the stage, and we 
said that any Judge could end any scene at any time (without 
consultation), but even then dreary scenes were sometimes allowed to 
continue while the bored Judges toyed with their rescue horns but were 
reluctant to 'do the deed'. 

These days the so-called Hell-Judges (improvisors who are sitting at 
the rear of the audience, see p. 324) can press a button when they're 
bored. This flashes a red 'Hell light' at the Judges' feet, and in the 
lighting booth. The official Judges can ignore this, but it's likely to shake 
them out of their apathy. 

I could have invented more discrete ways to remove improvisers from 
the stage - as in 'comedy lounges' where the comedian has to leave when 
a picture lights up behind the bar - but I wanted the warnings to be 
blatant because I was tired of the audience that 'appreciates' theatre and 
says, 'I quite liked it', as if discussing a dubious egg. 

Misbehaviour 

My group, the Theatre Machine, gave hundreds of performances, and 
toured abroad, and yet we had no competitors. This puzzled me until I 
realized that we were presenting a continuing skirmish between me and 
the players; they would start one scene while I was setting up another; I 
would force them to complete undigested material, and they would 
retaliate by doing the opposite of whatever I was asking. There was 
always some craziness going on, and the result was about as academic as 
the films of Wil l Hay (a comedian who played a harassed schoolteacher). 
Other groups would have seen this byplay as 'not part of the show', and 
as 'not worth imitating', and yet it had changed a comedy class into a 
popular entertainment. 

Had you attended the All-Star Show in Calgary - usually me 
'fronting' four performers - you might have seen me whisper to them, 
after which the show would have noticeably improved. It might have 
seemed as if some profound advice was being given (maybe it was), but 
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I'd have been saying: 'Misbehave! Make my life difficult! Screw me up!' 
At first, the average Theatresports team sees such 'misbehaviour' as an 

opportunity to ruin the work of its opponents. There'll be nothing good 
natured about it, and the audience will hate them. You can see such 
destructive misbehaviour when the players on the bench shout out 
irrelevancies which are meant to express their good nature, but which 
make them sound like ill-mannered drunks; yet if you misbehave 
brilliantly, the audience will adore you, and see you as playful 'children'. 
A team that insisted on getting penalties deliberately would be 
disruptive, but a team that earned a penalty by decorating the stage 
with flowers would be spreading 'good vibes'. 

I'll give some examples: 

• A scene ends, and one of the players pretends to trip into the moat as 
he leaves the stage. 
• At the end of a Danish Game, both teams piled on top of the 
Ombud (emcee). Then one emerged with her and carried her backstage 
(this mock rape was not 'politically correct', but the audience roared 
its approval). If it had happened mid-game, it would have been 
intolerable. 
• Norm Hitchcock 'lost a hat' in a Hat-Game and another scene was in 
progress before anyone noticed that he was still frozen in the same 
position. This happened fifteen years ago, but the memory still gives me 
pleasure. 
• Roger Fredericks ate his bouquet during the medal presentation at the 
Calgary Olympics. This was far more entertaining than having to watch 
the winners stand to attention during a tedious speech (but please don't 
do this - 'shop' flowers are sprayed with noxious chemicals). 
• A loser crossed the stage to the winning team, said, 'We'd like to 
present you with this plaque!', and stapled it to one of their foreheads 
(using an empty stapler and a plaque that was backed with sticky tape). 
• A Commentator said, 'And tonight the technicians in the booth are 
naked!' The audience looked back at the booth and it seemed to be true 
(only the top halves of our technicians are visible). 
• We decided to start the show with a 'warm-up' for the players, and the 
Commentator muttered, 'Nothing worse than a cold improviser.' 
• A team gave coffee and doughnuts to the front row. 
• A team said, 'We want to baulk at that challenge!' 

'On what grounds?' 
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'On the grounds that we think we'll lose!' 
• A player who received a stupid answer from an audience member 
turned away, saying, 'I'll go over here and ask the more mature side.' 
• Happy music introduced the Free-Impro and the players danced 
around the Trainer in a gleeful circle. 
• A team raised fake scorecards and awarded mock-points to their rivals 
(it had been a wretched scene but they were giving it fives). The Judges 
called a 'time-out' and collected the cards. Had the team then produced 
another set of cards this would certainly have earned them a penalty for 
disrupting the game, and had they been awarding zeros, or ones, this 
would not have been an expression of good nature. 
• An excellent way to misbehave is by offering more volunteers than are 
needed. If I'm leading a section of Free-Impro and I ask for two 
volunteers, sixteen people may dash on to the stage and pile on to the 
sofa. This creates good humour, and displays the performers as fearless 
(even if they aren't). 
• At the Calgary Olympics, the British took the audience's photo, and 
later on they gave the camera to a spectator and posed for their own 
photograph. The Judges had to call the match to order, but from then on 
the audience was in love with the British. 

If misbehaviour is understood, everyone becomes bolder. It works 
best if it's used to fill dead time. Avoid it and there'll always be 
something slavish about your work. 

Using Audience Volunteers 

Audience volunteers interest the spectators in a fresh way, and the time 
spent improvising with them doesn't feel like 'part of the show'. Never 
abuse them (as happens in stand-up comedy), and when they kill idea 
after idea - as they will - you must somehow manoeuvre them into being 
successful. Always be seen to be making them the centre of attention (they 
will be anyway, so you might as well take the credit for it). Give them free 
tickets or T-shirts, or tokens for the concessions. Treat them with love, 
courtesy and respect, and it's as if you've treated the whole audience 
with love, courtesy and respect; yet I've seen volunteers who were 
wandering about in a scene with the players ignoring them; who were 
asked to be the hero of an adventure which became an excuse for the 
players to shine; who were not introduced; who were not given prizes; 
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who were not thanked; who were not accompanied back to their seats. 
Many groups work with audience volunteers a few times and then give 

up, but this may be because they treated them horribly. Another reason 
could be that the best time to invite volunteers on to the stage is when 
you don't need them, that is, when things are going really well. Any 
volunteer you get when things are going badly is a fool who is not worth 
having. Never let people volunteer each other, and never invite anyone 
who avoids your eye. Reject people who are over-eager. 

Dennis Cahill sometimes clutches his head and does a 'Victorian 
mind-reader' act in which he senses that 'someone wants to volunteer' -
then he plunges into the audience and emerges with someone who held 
eye contact with him. 

Let volunteers open and close their mouths while the players dub their 
voices, or tell the players to be puppets, and have audience volunteers 
manipulate them in scenes (the 'puppets' providing the dialogue). 

Be inventive. I've lain down on the stage and said that nothing will 
happen until we get eight volunteers to play a ten-minute Theatresports 
match. We listened to music until eight sheepish people emerged. The 
audience cheered everything they did with wild enthusiasm. 

Mime 

Improvisers will mime a door and step through the 'wall' beside it; their 
mimed cup will 'dissolve' into nothingness; they'll throw back their 
heads to 'quaff from a full tumbler' which would have drenched them if 
it contained liquid. 

These 'mistakes' are messages that say: 'See how incompetent I am? 
This is not my "field". Ignore the mime - just enjoy the dialogue!' 

This may reassure the performer but it doesn't please anyone else, so I 
shout things like: 'Take your time! Don't walk away from your "horse" 
before you climb off it! Where did the flowers go when you embraced 
your lover? Hold the cup level! Stop walking through her refrigerator!' 
And so on. 

Some players avoid the problem by reducing mime to 'blips'. They'll 
go to the 'kitchen', gesticulate for a split second, and return holding a 
mimed cup of 'steaming coffee'. 

'Slow down!' I say. 'The kettle can't possibly have boiled yet - you 
didn't even have time to fill it!' ('Blip' mime can be useful, but it 
shouldn't always be used.) 
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If students will mime as well as they can, they'll improve very quickly. 
If your mime seems unintelligible, tell the spectators what you were 
trying to convey and they'll love you for your humility. 

If you're 'scrubbing the floor' or 'cleaning boots', or 'brushing 
someone's hair', try not to touch the actual surface. Work about an inch 
away. And never clench your fist tight if it's meant to be holding 
something that has bulk. 

Mimed objects are sticky. Place a 'real' cup on a table. Now repeat this 
in mime, and it'll seem as if you set a mimed cup on to the table and 
picked it up again (the 'release' being so small that it went unnoticed). 
'Over-release' mimed objects when you put them down or they'll seem 
stuck to you. 

Why is Theatresports a Comic Form? 

One reason is that comic improvisation is often as funny or funnier then 
rehearsed comedy. For example, when I'm giving workshops to a theatre 
company I might say, 'Let's invite the spectators to stay after your 
performance tonight so that we can improvise for them?' 

The actors will agree happily, but when the time comes they'll be 
scared stiff. They needn't worry, though, because the audience will soon 
be howling with laughter, and far more violendy than they would at 
comedies that may have taken months to rehearse. 

If these are traditional European actors (trained in a stodgy 
intellectual way), they may sit up long into the night - hours after I'm 
fast asleep - trying to make sense of the audience's readiness to laugh. 
Perhaps they'll understand that people so love spontaneity that they were 
reacting as if watching a sporting event. 

Another reason why public improvisation tends to be comic is that an 
evening of serious scenes would be like seeing a series of car crashes in 
which we empathized with the victims. Classical tragedy packages a 
tragic episode that may last only fifteen minutes, and Shakespearean 
tragedy uses poetry and clowning so that the misery won't exhaust us. 
Sometimes in a 'serious' impro class ice coats the walls and forms lumps 
in our stomachs so that we have to give up and go away. If we keened 
and howled our grief with the same passion that we laugh this might not 
happen, but the emotion stays locked up inside us. Hence there are film 
compilations like The World of C h a p l i n but none called The Best of I b s e n . 
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Types of Player 

• Bridgemasters build 'bridges' to destinations that could have been 
reached in one stride. 
• Bulldozers crash uncaringly or unknowingly through other players' 
ideas and scenes. 
• Directors want to make all the decisions. They order other improvisers 
about and criticize them (some do this onstage: others confine it to the 
bench). 
• D u l l a r d s make 'negative choices' and lower the stakes. 
• Gagsters go for the laugh at the expense of all else. 
• Glibsters resist emotional involvement (especially pathos). They may 
be skilled at pushing the action forward, but nothing 'touches' them. 
• Hysterics are so excited that they're almost impossible to control (is 
that their intention?). They gabble incessantly, even if this means 
repeating the same phrase. 
• Passengers accept ideas, but they won't 'drive' a scene forward. Every 
improviser should practise this skill - because sometimes it's fine to let 
someone else take the wheel. 
• Shiners want to be centre-stage, even when the audience is bored stiff. 
Such 'star' behaviour may bear little relation to the players' actual 
achievement. Asked how the show went, they'll tell you how it went for 
them. 
• Gagsters, Glibsters and Passengers can be useful; but Bridgemasters, 
Bulldozers, Directors, D u l l a r d s , Hysterics and S h i n e r s can be a pest. 

Even the best improvisers revert to 'type' when they get rattled. 

What Theatresports Can Achieve 

Some people (often fervent capitalists and sports fans) condemn 
Theatresports on the grounds that it's competitive, but while 'straight' 
theatre encourages competition - and I could tell you stories that you'd 
hardly believe - Theatresports can take jealous and self-obsessed 
beginners and teach them to play games with good nature, and to fail 
gracefully. 

When Theatresports is played by people who've had minimal or zero 
contact with me, you may be seeing a copy of a copy of a copy - and with 
each step it will have become 'safer' and sillier, but when the players are 
experts, and the quality is reasonable, Theatresports can: 
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• alleviate the universal fear of being stared at; 
• turn 'dull' people into 'brilliant' people (i.e. 'negative' people into 
'positive' people); 
• improve interpersonal skills and encourage a life-long study of human 
interaction; 
• improve 'functioning' in all areas (as it says on the snake-oil bottles); 
• develop story-telling skills (these are more important than most 
people realize); 
• familiarize the student with the bones of theatre as well as the surface; 
• give the stage back to the performers; 
• allow the audience to give direct input, or even to improvise with the 
performers, rather than sit trying think up intelligent things to say on the 
way home 

I hope that after using this book you'll agree that such claims are 
justified. 

N O T E S 

1 Jackie ' M r T V ' Pallo, Y o u G r u n t , I ' l l G r o a n (London: Queen Anne Press, 1985). If you still 

have a trace of doubt about pro-wrestling being theatre, I should mention that a wrestler is 

being sued by World Champion Wrestling because his failure to appear for a series of bouts 

'played havoc with the story-lines' ( G l o b e a n d M a i l , 5 May 1998). 

2 People don't realize when works of art have been censored. I wanted Devine to freeze the 

action for the space of time that deleted material would have occupied, perhaps with a 

commentary describing what the spectators were missing. Movies could fill in the blanks 

with the face of the censor and his address and phone number. 

3 Alas! We have now moved out of this splendid theatre and into a sometime cinema, 

where we have the same sight-line problems, etc. as other groups. 

4 Sean Kinley transformed 'snogging' from a chore into an art form. 

5 'But you wouldst not think how ill all's here about my heart. . .' etc. - lines that must 

have been added by an actor because the coming transitions are weakened if Hamlet is 

already depressed. 

6 When Calgary was host to the Winter Olympics the International Olympic Committee 

funded a tournament with groups from many countries. 

7 This team left Calgary to 'make good'. Several of them write and/or perform for major 

American T V shows, e.g., T h e K i d s i n the H a l l and S a t u r d a y N i g h t L i v e . They called 

themselves The Audience Team to spread the maximum confusion. 



2 Audience Suggestions 

'Who would you like us to be?' 
Bored voice: 'Surprise us!' 

'Give me an activity starting with an " L " . ' 
Hostile voice: 'Leave!' 

No One Cares 

Asking the audience for suggestions before each scene is the only method 
some groups know, but it pushes Theatresports towards 'light entertain­
ment' (increasing the percentage of utter trivia), and can result in shows 
in which there isn't one scene that the players actually want to be in. 

I asked an emcee of the Boston Improvisation Group why he did this, 
and he said (predictably) that he had to, 'or the audience wouldn't believe 
we were improvising'. At that exact moment an elderly man interrupted 
us, saying, 'Excuse me, but how much do you pay the people who shout 
out the suggestions? And what could I earn in an average week?'1 

Even then the emcee didn't seem to get the message that the 
spectators believe even the worst scenes to have been rehearsed. This is 
the agony of public improvisation, that on a bad night you are seen not 
only as untalented, but as bereft of good taste and any common sense. 

Why should an audience be expected to lower its standards if they 
know that a show is unscripted? Would a disgusting meal taste better if 
the waiter said, 'Ah, but the chef is improvising!' The truth is that people 
come for a good time and nobody cares how the scenes are created 
except other improvisers. Dario Fo was entertaining seventy thousand 
people in a football stadium when lightning began ripping across the 
sky, so he launched into an impromptu debate with God. Was he 
improvising? Mightn't he have been basing it on old material? Who 
cares? It must have been wonderful either way. 

When the Theatre Machine strayed into 'old material', I would head 
them off, not because they were 'cheating', but because fresh material is 
more exhilarating.2 
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Laughter Misleads 

'Who's giving the suggestions?' 
'The audience, of course!' 
'Take a look. Perhaps the suggestions are coming from a few 

malcontents who want to be funnier than you.' 
Even malevolent suggestions are accepted if they get a laugh. 

- What do I have? 
- Worms coming out of your nose! 

The actor mimes this, not realizing that it's an insult. In any audience 
there may always be a few individuals who are plotting your downfall -
like those oafs who threw birdseed at Edna Squire Brown and Her 
Educated Doves (a striptease act). 

An actor is sent out of earshot while the audience are asked for three 
activities to communicate to her. Male voices shout: 'Picking her nose!' 
'Gutting a chicken!' 'Shaving her armpits!' These suggestions are made 
by men who want to see a woman humiliated, and yet they are accepted 
gleefully. 

Request an activity when a performance is going really badly and 
someone will yell, 'Shovelling manure!' The players will then pretend to 
shovel manure. 

When I fronted the Theatre Machine I would ask for a suggestion 
about once every hour (as a gesture of goodwill). This gave no chance for 
the 'wits' in the audience to get into a feeding frenzy. I'd never imagined 
that improvisers would one day be asking for suggestions before every 
scene and enslaving themselves to the whim of aberrant individuals. 
After all, who are the experts at setting up scenes? We are! Not some 
klutz in the audience who is just trying to get a laugh. 

'But suggestions add variety.' 
'But the same suggestions keep recurring: ask for a room in a house 

and someone will shout, "The bathroom." Ask for a profession and 
someone will shout, "Gynaecologist!" Ask for three objects after a 
Frankenstein scene, and you're likely to get "a scalpel" a "brain" and 
a "heart-lung machine" because that's where the audience's "head" 
is.' 

Building a tower of suggestions almost guarantees that the scene will 
be a disaster, and yet this often happens when the first suggestion is felt 
to be unsatisfactory. 
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- What character should I be? 
- The Easter Bunny! 

[The improviser i s n ' t inspired by this idea.] 
- And what's so special about this Easter Bunny? 
- He's wearing scuba gear! 

[This gets a big laugh because it's i n t e n d e d to screw h i m up.] 
- And what's the Easter Bunny's problem? 
- He's got no legs! 

[An even bigger laugh, a n d his colleagues come onstage like w a l k i n g 
w o u n d e d , d e l u d e d into b e l i e v i n g that the a u d i e n c e actually wants to see 
a scene with a p a r a p l e g i c Easter B u n n y w e a r i n g scuba gear.] 

Howie Mandel made fun of such improvisers in an American TV 
special: 

'Who am I?' he said. 
'A Doctor!' shouted a voice. 
'And give me a place to be?' 
'In a hospital!' (They liked him, they weren't trying to screw him up.) 
'And what's my problem?' 
'Your patient is dying!' (Negative, but not stupid.) 
'And now tell me something funny to do!' he said sarcastically, and 

turned to something more interesting. 
Self-revelation should be at the heart of improvising, but suggestions 

offer a way to hide the performers' true identities. 'Tickling a moose in 
shark-infested custard while licking food-stamps' will create utter 
rubbish, but it involves zero risk that anyone's secret self will be exposed. 

Joan Rivers, thinking back to her youth, wrote: 'I had no consistent 
image of myself onstage - and never thought about it. There was no core 
to me, nothing that made it all the same girl. I was only trying to be a 
funny girl . . . The minute there was no laugh, there was no me - and 
the audience knew it instantly.' 

Milt Kamen told her that 'comedy has to come from your centre, 
from who you really are . . .' but she found that this was 'still a concept 
too large, too all-encompassing, too frightening for me to grasp and 
make my own.' 3 

Start 'cold', and where will the ideas come from? From you, and then 
there's a chance that your inner demons may be released, and that's the 
price you pay for being an artist. 
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Traps 

- Who am I? 
- Copernicus! 

One in five North Americans believe that the sun goes round the 
earth, so that's not helpful, but even if President Clinton or Donald 
Duck are suggested, can your imitation bear scrutiny? 

Instead of asking 'Who am I?', ask for a 'profession', or for a 
'relationship' (especially a family relationship), and reject any suggestion 
that fails to inspire you. 

- Where am I? 
- Bangladesh! 

Bangladesh is 'funny' because it's associated with starvation but the 
improvisers don't feel competent to deal with 'starvation' on the spur of 
the moment, so the suggestion paralyses them. 

Ask for a location that will inspire you, and reject any that don't 
(Derek Flores once accepted 'bathroom', but then exited through the 
mirror into an A l i c e i n Wonderland universe). 

'Can we have a place to end at?' This encourages the players to 
'bridge', to 'mark time' until they achieve the agreed ending. This leads 
to dreary scenes. 

'What's our problem?' If you insist on asking this, ask it before the 
audience knows the nature of the scene or saboteurs will shout, 'You 
can't swim!' for a scene about a Channel swimmer, or, 'You've got no 
legs!' for a scene about the Frog Prince. 

Rejecting Suggestions 

Ask, with just a trace of disapproval or boredom, 'Do people really want 
to see that?' Or say, 'We did that last week!', or 'We've done that so 
often.' If you're asked to be a proctologist (yet again), just say, good-
naturedly, 'Not your profession, sir!' If you ask for a subject to improvise 
a poem on and you get 'existentialism', say cheerfully, 'Could someone 
suggest something I can understand?' 

Never be ashamed to admit ignorance. One panicky player agreed to 
be a buzzard in a scene although she had no idea what a buzzard was 
(the Judges intervened). 
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Scene Sale 

When I'm told that the spectators expect the scenes to be based on their 
suggestions, I say that it's because we've trained them that way, and that 
we've also trained them to make stupid suggestions. 

I invented the Scene Sale as a way to affirm that the players are not 
the audience's slaves. Use it once and the audience understands 
instantly that a stupid idea that gets a laugh may be useless as the basis 
for a scene. 

A player becomes an 'auctioneer' and gets the spectators to 'bid' for a 
scene, checking with the other players to see whether any suggestion 
inspires them. 

- We want a suggestion that thrills us. 
- Brazil! 
- What does that mean? You want a scene in Brazil? 

[The improvisers g i v e it a thumbs down.] 
- Climbing a mountain? 
- What do you want to happen on that mountain? 
- You meet a yeti! 
- Anyone want to accept that? What else are we offered. 
- Your daughter arrives home with an old schoolfriend of yours. 
- Er . . . Does anyone like that idea? 

[The improvisers shake their heads.] 
- You're an old man, and the schoolfriend is even older than you are! 
- And your daughter is only fifteen! 
- We accept! 

The enthusiasm that this creates among the actors gives a reasonable 
chance that the scene will be worth watching. 

Use Restraint 

Suggestions are overused, and are responsible for ̂ cenes that are dead at 
the starting gate, and they are used as an excuse for failure ('What can 
they expect if they ask us to put an elephant into panty-hose?'). 

We can go months without asking the spectators for a suggestion, and 
yet no one ever mentions the fact. The audience would rather see good 
scenes than sit watching players who are uninspired or stymied. 

Never accept a suggestion that fails to inspire you, or that is degrading 
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(it can hardly have escaped your notice that the 'putting an elephant in 
panty-hose' suggestion is anti-women). 

If you accept a suggestion, do it. 'Birth' was accepted as an activity, but 
the scene was about a mother and a baby. 'Revenge' was accepted, but no 
one was revenged. 

A suggestion may get a laugh, but don't assume that anyone wants to 
see a scene based on it. In general, the funnier the suggestion, the less use 
it's likely to be. 

Repeat the suggestion clearly, even if you are sure that everyone has 
heard it. Audiences like you to exercise your authority: it makes them 
feel safer. 

NOTES 

1 The American actor Nat Warren White was with me and can confirm this. 

2 When I gave workshops at Chicago's Second City Improvisation Theatre, the players 

asked for suggestions before the interval, and presented scenes based on them after the 

interval. I sat backstage with them while they found ways to adapt old material to the 

suggestions. This was their preferred method, and why not, if it gives good results? 

However, since then I've seen an interview with their touring company in which they said 

they were 'using the Loose Moose method of asking for suggestions immediately before the 

scene because it brought back the excitement'. 

3 Joan Rivers with Richard Meryman, E n t e r T a l k i n g (New York: Delacorte Press, 1986). 



3 Trouble with Feedback 

Racine read his plays to his cook and rejected what she couldn't understand. 

Getting Educated 

When I was young we thought that we should 'educate the audience', 
but I began to suspect that the audience should be educating us. 

'But, Keith, we have the knowledge!' 
'No, we don't! We're just guessing, but they know when to laugh, and 

when to be silent, and when to weep, and when to unwrap their 
chocolates. They may not be able to verbalize their knowledge but they 
have it.' 

(Lenny Bruce expressed the same idea when he said that, taken 
individually, each spectator may be an idiot, but when the audience react 
en masse it's a genius.) 

'But, Keith, if the audience educate us we'll end up just doing "light 
entertainment."' 

'Maybe. Maybe not.' 

Fools' Paradise 

Fighting the laughter creates benevolence, because when the audience 
laughs, it laughs in unison, whereas 'cheap laughs' fragment it. 

It can be entertaining to watch clowns play the piano wearing boxing-
gloves, but the novelty wears off. This is easy to understand, 
intellectually, but players are conditioned to be funny every time they 
walk on to a stage. They don't hear the trickle of the audience's tears, or 
the crackle of tiny goose-pimples, but they're responsive to every 
chuckle ('They're laughing! We must be on the right track!') Yet if the 
laughs don't come, and there's nothing on offer except gags, the players 
can be embarrassed for weeks. 

The solution is to base Theatresports on storytelling. Stories hold the 
interest even when the audience aren't laughing, so it's unfortunate that 
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the easiest way to get a laugh is by undermining the story. If your 
Oedipus has a dog called Rex and your Macbeth has a 'kilty conscience' 
then we're back to square one. 

Laughter misleads. Sometimes it's just drunks, teenagers and other 
improvisers who are laughing, while the bulk of the audience sits with 
folded arms. 

'But isn't laughter the whole point of Theatresports?' 
'Wouldn't you like to make people weep?' 
'Yes.' 
'Wouldn't you like them to thrill with horror?' 
'Of course.' 
'Don't you want them awestruck? Filled with suspense? And 

compassion?' 
'Absolutely!' 
'Well that can't happen if laughter is the measure of all things!' 
I'd like people to laugh so much that their warts 'ping' off, but they get 

exhausted. They need love scenes, or scenes with pathos, so that they can 
recharge their batteries. A show where you laugh more at the beginning 
than at the end is a disappointment. Moss Hart discovered this when the 
try-outs of his comedy Once in a Lifetime were such a disaster. Sam 
Harris enlightened him, saying with a sigh, 

I wish, kid, that this weren't such a noisy play . . . I've watched this 
play through maybe a hundred times, and I think . . . that it tires an 
audience out . . . Sure they laugh, but I think they're longing to see 
that stage just once with maybe two or three people on it quietly 
talking the whole thing over . . . Once this show gets under way 
nobody ever talks to each other. They just keep pounding away like 
hell and running in and out of that scenery . . . 

Hart removed many jokes, and gave the audience spaces where it could 
rest, and the play became funnier; not 'funny all the time', but funny up 
to the final curtain. Moss said, 'Al l the old stumbling blocks that we had 
uselessly battered our heads against seemed to resolve themselves 
smoothly and naturally.' 1 

When I directed the Theatre Machine (from onstage) I wanted the 
spectators to laugh hysterically for the first few minutes so that they 
knew they were in our power; then I fought the laughter, easing up just 
before the interval, and only letting it rip for ten minutes at the end of 
the performance. 
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Gags are fine for fifteen minutes, but not for hour after hour, because 
even if they're 'fresh', it'll soon be like a 'banquet of anchovies', as some 
classical author said about reading Seneca. 

Destructive Feedback 

Pick your nose in life, and we'll discourage you, but do it on a stage, and 
some fools may laugh or even cheer and this 'validates' the behaviour. 
Drool on stage and a chuckle will encourage you to drool again. Should 
this process continue unchecked, you'll be known as 'the drooling 
comedian', which was not your ambition. 

Rock stars are under similar pressures. If they move their hands near 
their pelvis the teeny-boppers will scream. This coaxes the unwary to 
move their hands nearer and nearer to their crotch until they're leaping 
about the stage clutching themselves (it's even become a fashion). Oprah 
Winfrey asked Michael Jackson why he did this and he said, 'I think it's 
just me,' unaware that audiences had conditioned him to do it. 

Being 'Over-cheered' 

I've seen Theatresports in fifty-seat theatres where everything the players 
did was received with whoops and shrieks (the few genuine members of 
the public were looking around as if they'd come to the wrong party). 
The players knew that their friends and fellow-improvisers were 
generating this phoney feedback and yet they were misled by it (just as 
painted lips and false eye-lashes work their magic although we're aware 
of the artifice). 

There are processes in the audience that are very subtle: a growing 
identification with the players, an excitement that comes from 
wondering if the performance will be a success, the expectation of a 
miracle. This 'communion' is destroyed when a section of the audience 
cheers indiscriminately. 

Long ago I saw a video of Robin Williams's stand-up performance in 
San Francisco where the audience so approved of him that he couldn't 
'sense' them properly. He was like a fisherman in despair because the 
fish are leaping eagerly into his boat and yet not one of them is worth 
having. He did a 'comedian in hell' routine, and made 'penis' jokes, and 
after the show 'ended' he kept wandering back on stage, desperate for 
that moment-by-moment rapport when the audience responds with 
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exquisite sensitivity. Then he dragooned a volunteer to play improvisa­
tion games with him, which might have been thrilling had it been a 
waitress - because everyone would have been genuinely interested - but 
he chose another celebrity (John Ritter) and this compounded the 
problem. He finally gave up and raced to his dressing room. The camera 
lurched after him, and found him huddled in a corner. Asked 'how it 
went' he said (as far as I remember), 'Great audience.' 

Improvisers who are being over-cheered should do absolutely nothing 
until people come to their senses. 

Group-Yes 

I had been mulling over descriptions of small aboriginal groups in which 
decisions are made by total agreement, rather than by voting, so when I 
arrived at class I asked the students to say, 'Yes!' to any suggestion, 
explaining that the suggestions should come from everyone - that there 
were to be no leaders: 'If you can't respond with genuine enthusiasm, 
please leave the group and sit quietly at the side. We'll time how long the 
group can sustain itself, so don't fake it! Is that agreed?' 

'Yesss!' 
'You promise not to say, "Yes!" to any suggestion unless you really 

mean it?' 
'Yesss!' 
Rats will leave a sinking ship, but few improvisers will leave a sinking 

scene, so perhaps I'll make them raise their rights hands and swear that 
they'll leave the moment that they feel the slightest reluctance. 

'You accept these conditions?' 
'Yesss!' 
'You want to begin?' 
'Yesss!' 
The improvisers then usually start with sequences like: 
'Let's sit down!' 
'Let's stand up!' 
'Let's jump up and down!' 
'Let's lie down and rest.' 
'Let's sleep!' 
'Let's dream!' 
'Let's wake up!' 
The cancelling of the dream may lose a few people, but the nature of 
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the suggestions gradually changes, and begins to take the group on 
adventures. 

'Let's wiggle our toes!' 
'Let's wiggle our whole bodies!' 
'Let's hug each other!' 
'Let's be on a beach!' 
'Let's swim!' 
'Let's dive down deeper!' 
Their first attempts will probably disintegrate in less than a minute, 

but the group soon learns to sustain itself, and as the negative ideas drop 
out, the energy increases, and they invent and reinvent 'sensitivity 
games' at breakneck speed. 

I drag out those students who won't leave even though they're visibly 
unenthused, and afterwards I remind everyone that the game is an 
investigation of what the group wants, and that only if the players are 
honest will it give accurate feedback. 

Some seemingly cooperative but 'clever' students wreck the game 
every time. They intend to unite the group, but their 'clever' suggestions 
are out of step, and suddenly they're alone. This rather shocking 
feedback trains them to be obvious, rather then 'clever'. 

This game soon begins to resemble 'primitive' ceremonies; individuals 
are singled out, and hoisted high, and carried around, and sacrificed, and 
buried, and resurrected (if the group begins by isolating unpopular 
students, please move on to something else). About fifteen minutes into 
a Group-Yes drumming is likely to be 'discovered' (on the wall, on the 
floor, etc.). The noise can be tremendous so choose the place and time 
carefully, and insist that the players stay within the limits of the area 
agreed. If things are getting too wild, just shout, 'Let's sleep!' or 'Let's 
stop!' (The group can't get really out of control because they'd be unable 
to hear the suggestions.) 

I played Group-Yes with large numbers of people at Fishponds (in 
Bristol), where sixty-member 'tribes' rampaged about the estate, 
alarming the groundsmen, and having separate adventures before 
reuniting and splitting off again. 

When destructive suggestions are eliminated the players become 
friendlier and more sensitive to the needs of others, and the game has 
immense sustaining power. One class at RADA played Group-Yes for six 
consecutive one-and-a-half-hour lessons, beginning as they entered the 
room and continuing without interruption. They were getting some-
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thing that they desperately needed but I felt guilty being paid to teach 
them. 

Group-Yes becomes a performance game when it is used to generate 
stories. If you want to accelerate the stories for entertainment purposes, 
switch to Yes! A n d . . . 

- Let's explore the forest! 
- Yes! A n d . . . 
- Let's go into the deepest part of the forest! 
- Yes! A n d . . . 
- Let's discover an old castle surrounded by thorn bushes. 
- Y e s ! A n d . . . 
- Let's make our way through the thorns! 
- Yes! A n d . . . 
- Let's explore the castle. 
- Yes! A n d . . . 
- Let's find a sleeping princess. 
- Yes! A n d . . . 

As I write, it occurs to me that we could have two or more Group-Yes 
Games in adjacent spaces, and that instead of dropping out, students 
who disliked a suggestion could join the other group. The group that 
gained the most members would be declared the winner. 

The exhilaration attached to playing Group-Yes can give the students 
insights into how negative their habitual interactions are. 

Flashlight Theatre 

A game for small theatres. Loan each spectator a flashlight, and then 
switch off all the other lights. Now the performers can feel themselves 
getting brighter or duller according to how many people are interested 
in them. I'm proud of this 'invention' because it's so simple and 'to the 
point'. (Keep it short.) 

The 'Seen Enough' Game 

I've tried many ways to encourage a class to give instant feedback, 
including asking them to boo the players, and to throw things, but 
nothing worked until I thought of asking them to leave quietly when 
they'd seen enough - voting with our feet is very natural. 
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This works best in a room with two doors along one wall. Whatever 
the circumstances, I make sure that each student can make an easy exit; 
then I explain that each 'round' will be over when half of the onlookers 
have left (or are leaving), and that the winner will be the person who 
holds our attention for the longest time. 

'You mean go out onstage alone?' 
'Sure.' 
'But what do I do?' 
'Anything that holds our interest.' 
There are unlikely to be any takers, unless I tempt them for a while. 
'This is an advanced game,' I say. 'So we could postpone it till later, 

but if anyone's brave enough to volunteer, we'll time you, and if you can 
last fifteen seconds, we'll praise you.' 

This reassures them because they believe (wrongly) that they can hold 
our interest for a lot longer than fifteen seconds. Then I say, 'After each 
attempt we'll ask people why they left. They don't have to have a reason, 
but if they can tell us what broke the thread, that will be valuable 
information.' 

I might mention the group of Danish actors who were so enthralled 
by this game that they played it for an entire day; and I'll be overheard 
telling someone that it's usually the most popular students who are the 
first to try the game. I'll get a volunteer eventually (probably a man). 

'What shall I do?' 
'Do whatever you think will interest us, but don't start until our 

timekeeper says, " G o ! " ' 
'Go!' 
He rushes to get a chair, places it mid-stage and starts wrenching at 

his boot. 'Twelve seconds!'; says the timekeeper as half the class stands 
up to leave. I point out that if he'd fetched the chair in a reasonable 
manner, twelve seconds would have passed before he sat in it, and we'd 
have had time to wonder what he had in mind. 

'Wasn't the boot interesting?' 
'It could have been, but you were frantic' 
'I didn't want to bore you!' 
'If you aren't interested in your boot, why should we be? It was like 

watching a movie on fast-forward.' 
I make him repeat everything that he did at a third of the speed, and he 

becomes three times as interesting. The idea that speed can be boring is a 
revelation to him, even though the slowness of great clowns is legendary. 
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There'll soon be a flood of volunteers who tell stories and jokes, and 
who change emotion, or do whatever else they think will interest us (a 
striptease empties the room instantly). Someone sings and everyone 
exits after a couple of bars, but then someone else sings and we stay for 
second after second, so it's not easy to know the secret. 

A characteristic of this game is that the onlookers leave in waves, 
rather than trickling out. Soft-hearted spectators may be reluctant to 
leave, but they will if I point out the moments when they suppressed the 
impulse. 

After each round I prompt the player to ask individuals why they left. 
Some have no idea (nor do they need one since they're leaving on 
impulse) but others are very articulate, and the game becomes a thrilling 
investigation of why the threads of interest snap. 

A player scratches herself and we leave almost immediately. 
'Wasn't I interesting?' 
'Why should we sit here watching you scratch?' 
'But I was scratching in different places.' 
'You were afraid to develop the scratching, so you got into a loop!' (A 

meaningless repetition.) 
'But what should I have done?' 
'Something obvious. Rub some anaesthetic cream into the itch and 

discover that it's made your entire leg numb so that you walk weirdly. Or 
discover a lump and find that you're growing another head.' 

'Growing a second head is obvious?' 
'If you've just discovered the lump, then it's obviously growing. And it 

would obviously be good if it was something that you communicate 
with.' 

Another player takes off his boot, and gropes inside it. He mimes 
finding a small object and we're agog, but he throws it away and there's a 
mass exodus. When we return he points at someone: 'Why did you leave.' 

'Because you "cancelled" the object, and then you didn't look as if you 
knew what to do!' 

The threads snap when we realize that the performer is no longer 
involved in anything except a sort of bluff, and that there'll be no rabbit 
coming out of that particular hat. Hence we're likely to leave whenever a 
player completes or repeats an activity. 

Let's imagine that you're the performer in this game. If you climb 
through a window we'll wait to see if there's some point to this action. 
Creep over to a safe and try to open it, and we'll be happy - unless we're 
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bored by such a cliche - but if the safe fails to open, some people will 
exit. Others may leave if you find a second safe inside the first safe, and if 
you find a third safe inside that one, everyone will abandon you because 
they know that you're terrified to step boldly into the unknown future. 

After a while, I let the students volunteer in pairs. This feels safer, but 
if they ignore each other, or kill each other's ideas, the room empties. 

In the context of ordinary theatre, Seen Enough is a terrifying ordeal, 
but once a few players have taken the plunge, it's no more alarming than 
being caught when you're playing 'tag', and with practice you'll be able 
to improvise alone for minutes at a time, and still grip our attention. 

I speed up the skills by commentating on what the audience expects to 
happen. For example: 'She's put her hands together - perhaps she's 
going to pray.' 

The player prays to God for forgiveness. 
'I wonder what God will do?' 
And so on. 
Afterwards, the player says, 'The idea that God should do something 

amazed me because I was thinking only of myself!' 
Seen Enough is rather like street theatre in that the spectators feel no 

obligation to stay. 

Theme and Forfeit 

I directed the Loose Moose A l l - S t a r S h o w using four experienced 
improvisers, but whether the players were lovers, homeless people or 
priests, everything was reduced to light-hearted trivia (as per usual). 

I suggested that we should announce a theme, and invite the audience 
to shout 'forfeit' if a scene failed to embody it. Such forfeits would 
involve serving at the bar during the interval (for a couple of minutes), 
or creating a modern dance, or apologizing sincerely to the audience, or 
whatever. 

At first the players earned forfeit after forfeit, but this didn't depress 
anyone because the spectators were gleefully anticipating the moment 
when they would take their revenge, and players felt absolved. 

Themes might include: 

• Ecology 
• Education 
• Good families/bad families 
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• Taboos 
• Justice (and injustice) 
• Religion 
• Romance and lust 
• Crime and punishment 

If ecology was the theme and the players just gossiped, the audience 
would give them a forfeit, so the way to survive was to incorporate the 
theme into the structure: a beetle with a white flag might try to 
surrender, or a choir of angels could be killed by herbicides. If the theme 
was religion, a chaste lover might remove his gloves and reveal that he 
had the stigmata, or an irate priest might climb in the window to 
harangue a married couple for using birth control. 

If you've just watched a scene between two room-mates you're likely 
to set up a similar scene (because that's already in your mind). If you 
realize this is happening, or if you can't think of a way to embody the 
theme, ask for the 'title bucket'. This contains strips of paper with story 
titles written on them. For example: 

• The Forbidden Door 
• The New Neighbour 
• The Babysitter 
• The Slob 
• The Terrible Revenge 
• The Magic Ring 
• The First Day 
• The Landlord from Hell 
• The Corrupt Judge 
• The Sofa 

Pick one at random and the combination of theme plus tide is very 
likely to trigger ideas. The title of 'The Bridegroom', paired with 
'Science Fiction' led a player to discover that she'd married an alien. 
The pairing of 'The Birth' with 'Athletics' inspired Derek Flores to enter 
by pushing the top of his head through a slit in the curtains with 
agonizing slowness, while someone added a sport-type commentary. 
'The Sofa' plus the theme of 'Sex' inspired a scene in which a man 
arrived home with a woman and was getting along fine until the jealous 
sofa began insulting her in a voice that only he and the audience could 
hear. She fled as the sofa began to suck him into its upholstery. ('Keith' 
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sofas have a concealed slit in the back that players can exit through.) 
The forfeits are written on strips of paper (coloured paper for group 

forfeits and white for individual forfeits). We review them before each 
performance, adding new ones, and removing those that anyone objects 
to. Sometimes the players in a scene receive a group forfeit, and 
sometimes they select a scapegoat for an individual forfeit. 

After each scene we ask, 'Did that do justice to the theme?' and if the 
spectators yell, 'RIGHT O N ! ' the players are awarded five points, but if 
they yell, 'FORFEIT' a scenographer presents the forfeit chalice. If the 
shout is unclear, award nothing. 

No one sees the strip of paper that you select, so if at the last moment 
you can't face miming a striptease, or singing the National Anthem, you 
can invent your own punishment. 

Here are a handful of typical forfeits: 

• Improvise an epic poem on a theme suggested by the audience until 
they hiss and boo. 
• Phone your mother (or father) and tell her about the wretched scene 
you just directed (from a cell-phone). 
• Become very old and reminisce about your days as a young 
improvisor. 
• Expose a personal secret. 
• Describe a part of your body that you particularly dislike, and explain 
why. 
• Get a 'firing-squad' from the audience and have them mime shooting 
you. (Another player can drill this squad.) 
• Ask God to make you a better improviser. 
• Wear the radio-controlled punishment collar during the next scene.2 

• Shake hands with the audience as they exit the theatre. (We always 
make sure that someone receives this forfeit because it's such a friendly 
thing to do.) 

The Lighting Imp provides a pool of light for the more verbal forfeits, 
and the Music Imp is likely to fade-in some appropriate music. 

The best forfeits are popular for ever, but others are discarded. Keep 
them shorter than the scenes, and don't base them on improvisation 
games (we want them to add variety, not diminish it). Never let the 
audience know that you've okayed them in advance, and never say, 'Oh, 
I always get the same one,' or 'Oh, I hate this one!' If you display 
familiarity with them they seem a lesser punishment. 



4 2 I M P R O F O R S T O R Y T E L L E R S 

Our audience so loved yelling 'forfeit' that players who became 
experts at incorporating the theme would sometimes earn them 
deliberately. 

Gorilla Theatre 

I left the players of Theme and Forfeit to fend for themselves, but I 
returned after a few weeks to watch a performance and saw scene after 
scene crash and burn. Improvisers can't guarantee success, any more 
than a footballer can guarantee a great match, but the players who were 
waiting 'on the bench' were so unnerved that they were clutching their 
heads and staring at their feet. They weren't even looking for places to 
wave the lights down. 

At 'notes' afterwards I suggested that we should replace Theme and 
Forfeit, with an 'event' in which the players would take turns directing 
each other. 'Directors' would be punished if their scene failed, and 
rewarded if it succeeded. This scheme to improve 'coaching' skills 
became Gorilla Theatre. 

A large board to one side of the stage says: 

MY SCENE IMPRO 
THE PLAYER RESPONSIBLE 

FOR THIS SCENE IS . . . 

Below this is a slot into which players slide their names when they wish 
to direct their colleagues, perhaps demanding a scene in which a beggar 
is kicked and turns out to be Jesus, or a passionate love story in which 
someone makes the wrong choice. 

Playing Gorilla 
Three experienced players enter and (if there's no Commentator) one of 
them becomes a temporary emcee who welcomes the audience, explains 
the game, and announces that the winner will be awarded a week of 
'quality time' with the 'Gorilla' (as though this was a great privilege). 
Last week's winner is then introduced, and enters hand in hand with 
someone wearing a gorilla suit, or perhaps one will be carrying the other. 
The 'Gorilla' is delighted to see the audience and goes 'ape', perhaps: 
shaking hands with the front row and showing great affection (or mixed 
feelings) for the player with whom it spent the previous week. 




