 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Truth In Comedy

-they developed a way to intertwine scenes, games, monologues, songs and all manner of performance techniques

-Harold became a unique sporting event and a theatrical competition

-improv is useful to writers: improvisers are trained to start their scenes in the middle and always eliminate clutter, principles that all good writers should implement

-actually, anyone can improvise.  We all do it every day

-the simple basic rules laid down in this book will result in much funnier, intelligent, and more interesting scenes.  Deliberately trying to be funny or witty is a considerable drawback, and often leads to disaster.  Honest responses are simpler and more effective.  By the same token, making patterns and connections is much more important than making jokes

-these are the blueprints that lay the groundwork.  Real improv involves constant experimentation and exploration

What is Improv?

-true improvisation is getting on-stage and performing without any preparation or planning

-strictly speaking, improvisation is making it up as you go along

-this definition makes all of us expert improvisers.  We all go through life every day without a script, responding to our environment, making it up as we along.  The difference is that in Improv, the performers are trying to create while entertaining an audience

-the roots of improv can be seen in the venerable and influential 16th century theatrical form known as commedia dell’arte

-the simplest and most basic concept may also be the most effective

-the truth is funny

-honest discovery, observation, and reaction is better than contrived invention

-when we’re simply opening ourselves up to each other and being honest, we’re usually funniest

-the freshest, most interesting comedy is when we expose our own personalities

-giving up control is necessary, an improviser has to put his trust into the hands of the ensemble, and be prepared for those inevitable, frightening mystery laughs.  As Steve Martin says, “Comedy is not pretty”

-when an improviser lets go and trusts his fellow performers, it is a wonderful, liberating experience that stems from group support

-a truly funny scene is one of generosity – of trying to make the other person (and his ideas) looks as good as possible

-real humor does not come from sacrificing the reality of a moment in order to crack a cheap joke, but in finding the joke in the reality of the moment

-simply put, in comedy, honesty is the best policy

-following the rules of a game and remaining true to a premise generally results in much bigger laughs than inventing witty statements

-all of the discoveries made about creating scenes, all of the games that have been developed, all of the principles regarding truth in comedy, can become part of the cohesive, unified whole that is the Harold

-the team solicits a suggestion for a theme from the audience, and begins a warm-up game to share their ideas and attitudes about the theme.  The warm-up can be very physical, or it can be as simple as a game of word association

-eventually, a couple of players usually start a scene.  Normally, it’s unrelated to the theme, although it can be inspired by elements of the warm-up game.  Once the scene is established, it will be cut off by a second scene, one in which has as little to do with the first scene as it has to do with the theme.  After a third scene is similarly presented, the ensemble will then participate in what is generally referred to as a “game”

-the initial three scenes usually return again. This time, they may have some bearing on the theme.  Or, maybe not.  After a second group game, the scenes return for one last time, often tying into each other and the theme, culminating in a finale that incorporates the theme and as many elements form the scenes

-a Harold is a lot like sex.  When it’s good, it’s very good. When its bad, it’s still pretty good

Summary: be honest, don’t go for jokes, there’s nothing funnier than the truth

But Seriously, Folks

-one of the biggest mistakes an improviser can make is attempting to be funny

-a much easier approach for improvisers is to be sincere and honest, drawing the audience into the scene rather than reaching out and trying to pull them along

-improvisers can be relaxed and natural, knowing that if they are sincere, the audience will be more receptive to them.  Audience members laugh at things they can relate to, but they cannot empathize if the performers are insincere

-the art is in concealing the art

-to assume that making the audience laugh is the goal of improvisation is almost as absurd as assuming that you go to a dojo to learn how to kick somebody’s face in.  It’s just not true!

-“Still they laugh, it is the side-effect of attempting to achieve something more beautiful, honest, and truthful, something that has far more to do with the theatre – which puts your attention on what is important about being a human in a community – as opposed to television entertainment, which is designed to take your mind off what is more important about our lives”

-where do the really best laughs come from?  Terrific connections made intellectually, or terrific revelations made emotionally

-the only way to do a comedy scene is to play it completely straight

-the more ridiculous the situation, the more seriously it must be played, the actors must be totally committed to their characters and play them with complete integrity to achieve maximum laughs

-the most direct path to disaster in improvisation is trying to make jokes.  This is so important, it deserves repeating

-Don’t try to make jokes in improv
-jokes are not necessary; they are complete waste of time and energy that is better spent developing a scene.  Get the point?  Chances are if you’re concentrating on telling a joke, you’re not looking for the connections in a scene.  And the connections will draw much bigger laughs than any joke

-the most effective, satisfying laughs usually come from an actor making a connection to something that has gone before.  The connecting line must be truly inspired by the situation on the stage at the moment, and usually can’t be planned or recreated later

-a laugh resulting from a connection is a classic example of a moment when “you had to be there,” and describing what happened later can’t do it any justice

-making a connection generates energy for that scene; as connections are discovered, they perpetuate themselves, raising the scene to a level which could never be reached by telling jokes

-a comedian who tells jokes is basically a salesman, trying to sell the audience a clever story or punch line, while hoping to be paid back with laughter

-when players worry that a scene isn’t funny, they may resort to jokes.  This usually guarantees that the scene won’t be funny

-audiences appreciate a sophisticated game player.  When a player listens and uses patterns that have developed in a scene, it can elicit cheers from an audience which are much more intoxicating than the laughs that result from a few jokes

-when properly played, a Harold audience resembles the crowd at a sporting event rather than the audience at a nightclub

-making connections is as easy as listening, remembering, and recycling information.  When patterns in scenes are noticed and played they create continuity in the scene

-a player must first listen to what his fellow partners are saying, which he can’t do if he’s busy inventing jokes and trying to force the scene in one particular direction.  He has to store the information in the back of his mind, not relying on it too heavily, but keeping it handy so he can pull it out when something in the scene triggers the connection

-when such an opportunity arises in the scene, the player recycles the thought or action.  The audience members make the connection for themselves, and respond much more enthusiastically than if they had just heard a punch line.

-connections are a much more sophisticated way to get laughs.  When an audience sees the players start a pattern, they finish the connections in their own minds

-the simplest, most basic example of connections can be seen in a pattern game

-the Pattern Game is basically a word association game.  The players take turns calling out words and short phrases inspired by previous words and phrases, in order to connect as many pieces of information as possible

-connections made during the game moves will allow players to discover different levels of meaning to their ideas, as well as inspire additional ideas for the scenes to come

-among other users, the Pattern Game is the beginning of the process of engendering a “Group Mind.”

-when the Pattern Game is used as the opening exercise for a Harold, the audience sees the group developing its point of view toward its theme; this happens as the group shares information, ideas, and attitudes

-the game is really a process of discovery and exploration to prepare a group for the main event

-combining the meanings of these moves eventually results in the formation of definite themes

-the more familiar a group becomes with the Pattern Game, the more variations and refinements they’ll discovery

-all of the themes developed during the course of the game become themes for the Harold, and the tiniest, most innocuous phrase used is fair game for use in the main body of the Harold itself

-even though the suggestion from the audience provides the inspiration for the Harold, the theme itself is developed by the players during the Pattern Game.  The teams raise the level of the audience suggestion as they explore what it means to each of them – no matter how banal the suggestion from the audience may seem, the players will make it profound

-it all resulted from the simple method of ordering information through a unique method of communication – the Pattern Game

-anyone can improvise, but like any game, if the players don’t learn and obey the rules, no one will play with them

-one of the first rules is “There are no rules.”  Just about any rule here can be broken under the proper circumstances; the guidelines in the following chapters demonstrate when a rule can be broken as part of an appropriate game move

-anything can happen in improv.  The only rule that can never be broken is the rule of agreement

-if the game rules of improvisation are followed, the players will “win” on stage.  And if they play the game well, then everybody wins

Summary: don’t make jokes, let humor arise out of the situation, take the scene seriously, agreement is the only rule that cannot be broken, connections cannot be avoided; don’t force them

Support and Trust

-support and trust go hand-in-hand for performers; they must trust that their fellow players will support them.  The only star in improv is the ensemble itself; if everyone is doing his job well, then no one should stand out.  The best way for an improviser to look good is by making his fellow players look good

-if the ensemble members commit 100 percent to the group, there will be no mistakes on stage

-when performers truly commit to a scene, they take care of each other.   Whenever someone makes what appears to be a mistake on stage, the others will immediately justify it and weave it into the pattern of the entire work

-the entire ensemble winds up looking brilliant because , like the Sufi weaver, they acknowledge mistakes and incorporate them into the larger work to add extra texture and depth

-in other words, justify!  

-each improviser shares a small portion of responsibility for the piece on stage.  They must focus their concentration on the work of the group – not the work of any individual

-learn to face your fear.  Follow your fear and trust that something will come to you, to step of the cliff and take a risk!

-it’s much easier to fearlessly attach the stage when a player can trust his teammates to support him

-the greater the trust, the faster and funnier the game

-as a theme emerges, the game takes on its own pace.  The Hot Spot is similar to the Pattern Game, but the music and physical elements of the Hot Spot result in a wilder, more frenetic pace

Summary: respect choices made by others, there are no bad ideas, there are no mistakes, everything is justified, threat others as if they are poets, geniuses, and artists and they will be, the best way to look good is to make your fellow players look good

Agreement

-the principle of agreement is taken further by the ‘Yes & …’ approach

-much drama is based on conflict, but when a playwright is devising the script, the arguments do more than delay action

-in the hands of a writer, a disagreement can reveal hidden aspects of characters, aim the scene in a new direction, or convey other valuable information.  When two improvisers are on stage arguing, they are only preventing something more interesting from happening

-‘Yes & …’ is the most important rule in improvisation.  By following this simple rule, two players can build a scene before they know it

-the ‘Yes & …’ rule simply means that whenever tow actors are on stage, they agree with each other to the Nth degree.  If one asks the other a question, the other must respond  positively, and then provide additional information, no matter how small “Yes, you’re right, and I also think we should…”  Answering “No” leads nowhere in a scene

-with ‘Yes & …’ there are an unlimited number of scenic possibilities, and each player continues to supply information

-in this way, one step at a time, each player provides a building block, until they have easily, painlessly, constructed a scene.  Answering “Yes, but…” stops any continued growth, while a flat “No” erases the block that has just been established

-a player knows that anything he says on stage will immediately accepted by his fellow players, and treated as if it were the most scintillating idea ever offered to mankind.  His partner then adds on to his idea, and moment by moment, the two of them have created a scene that neither of them had planned

-agreement is the one rule that can never be broken: the players must be in agreement to forward the action of the scene

-when improvisers meet on stage, they agree to accept each other’s initiations; they must completely commit to the reality they create for each other without a moment’s hesitation

-each new initiation furthers the last one, and the scene progresses.  The acceptance of each other’s ideas brings the players together, and engenders a “group mind.”

-denying the reality that is created on stage ends the progression of the scene, and destroys any chances of achieving a group consciousness

-stand-up comedy is worlds apart from ensemble work

-when an audience watches improvisers setting each other up with information, supporting each other’s ideas, and furthering the scenes, they see true art in action

-while disagreement is not interesting, the tension that conflict causes may be.  The players can agree to disagree (thus turning it into a game), as long as there is agreement between the players to further the scene

-conflict in a scene between the characters may be used, but the conflict between the players must be avoided

-conflict is merely the starting point, which leads the players to discover what the scene is about.  It is the relationship between the players that make the scene

-the actors quickly discover that the audience laughs at agreement – a secret of comedy that very few people realize

-there is an unspoken agreement between improvisers on stage: “You bring a brick, and I bring a brick.  Then together, we build a house.  You wouldn’t bring in your own entire house and slap it on top of mine.  Together, moment by moment, we create a scene

Summary: “Yes, and …Accept and build

Initiations and Game Moves

-improvisation is like steering a car by looking through the rear view mirror.  You don’t know where you’re going, you can only see where you’ve been

-when two improvisers step on stage, neither one should know anything about the scene they are about to create – they basically start with nothing

-in improvisation, an initiation is the first information provided by one of the players.  This can be a line of dialog, a gesture, or even an attitude

-a good initiation is vital to the scene, because it provides players with information that forms the foundation of their scene.  The best initiations make assumptions, usually about their relationship, roles, or locations.  Naturally, the other person accepts, embraces and builds on whatever is offered in that initiation, so the scene will be off to a rousing start

-whatever the initiation may be, the players then take turns adding information. They’ll soon discover that they’ve built a scene through their responses to each other’s initiations

-he who gives information is a gift-giver; he who asks questions is a thief

-questions – asking other players for information – are an unnecessary evil for improvisers.  Instead of providing fellow actors with facts, questions place the burden of invention upon the other players

-it’s much better to assume he knows the same information as the other actors, and use the opportunity to contribute his own share of information to the scene

-when a player asks a question, he usually has an answer in mind.  So, why ask the question in the first place?  If he wants to bring a particular idea into the scene, phrasing it as a question is usually a bad move

-people are natural game players

-improvisers initiate game moves to indicate the types of games being played in a scene.  The game provides the structure needed to solve the problem of the scene

-the games, or scenic structures, are always created on the spot as part of the improvised initiation.  Picking up on the game move separates good game players from those who don’t pay attention

-when an actor discovers what his fellow improviser wants, he should, by all means, give it to him

-most of the time, the scenic game is discovered within the first three lines of the scene.  When it is missed, it’s usually because the players haven’t paid close attention

-when an improviser finds the game within a scene, he’s found the scene, and that’s why it’s so important to pick up on any possible game moves.  If a game move is clear-cut, it can excuse almost anything

-when a player is given an initiation, he must let the words resonate inside his head for a moment, so that he can decipher the underlying meaning

-an improviser must consider what is said, and what is left unsaid, as well.  He must think, “Why was that said?  What does she mean by that?  How does that make me fell?”

-a player’s move is not complete until he sees how it affects his partner.  When his line has been heard and pondered, his fellow player then responds from a similarly honest and emotional state

-preconceived ideas for an improv can get a player into trouble

-avoiding preconceptions is as easy as listening and using each other’s initiations

-it’s important to remember that initiations ca be nonverbal, as well as verbal.  The way an initiation is presented is just as important as the words themselves, and the accomplished improviser must always be listening for intonations and hidden meanings

-always listen to the whole idea in a statement

-say exactly what needs to be said as clearly as possible – in other words, to be concise

-it is vital to listen to the emotional tone which provides the underlying meaning behind the spoken words. This subtext must be heeded!  The words may sound positive, but the emotional tone can indicate otherwise

-that means that in those three lines, you have to identify who you are, where you are, and what this scene could be about

-you must quickly learn to identify the who, the what, the where and the why in three lines

Summary: make assumptions – don’t ask questions, look for the game within your scene and play it, listen and remember, listen for the whole idea in a statement, avoid preconceived notions

Moment to Moment to Moment
-Improv is much closer to ping pong than it is to chess.  Actors create an improv scene in the same spontaneous way

-an actor following each moment through to the next is constantly making discoveries, and ideal state for improvisers.  If a player is planning ahead and thinking about the direction he wants the action to go, then he isn’t paying attention to what is going on at the moment

-unless it is part of a game move, improvisers should resist trying to fulfill the audience’s expectations.  “Always assume the audience is one step ahead of you”

-“Always assume the audience is going to get the easy joke.  In other words, if an audience sees a set-up coming, they’re less likely to laugh at the joke.  If they see a set-up coming, you’d better do a quick 180 and give them something that they don’t expect

-he must be light enough on his feet to spring from moment to moment, according to the needs of the scene, no matter how brilliant his own ideas maybe (or how little sense he thinks the other actors are making)

-the actors must justify the line, and can only do so by being in the moment.  Remember, if everyone justifies everyone else’s action, there are no mistakes

-that unexpected line could be the interesting twist that shapes the scene right before the player’s eyes

-after all, a scene is almost never about what the players think it’s going to be about.  Once underway, the actors follow the scene along, but they shouldn’t try to control it

-the scene is the result of the relationship between the characters, and the relationship that grows from those explored moments.  Nothing is ignored.  Nothing is forgotten.  And nothing is a “mistake”

-since one of the most important responsibilities of an improviser is justifying what his fellow players say and do, everything that happens on stage is used to build the scenes - so there can’t be mistakes if it’s all accepted

-everything heard should be remembered and eventually used; the players will make sense out of it before the scene is over.  One of the primary uses of discovery is finding how some seemingly confusing element introduced early in a scene (and apparently forgotten) is found to have a vital place in the denouement

-the only way to succeed is to listen and pay attention every step of the way

Summary: stay in the moment. What is happening now will be the key to discovery.  Nothing is ignored.  Follow the unexpected twist.  There is no such thing as a mistake

Building a Scene
-action begins with the disruption of a routine

-every scene contains a few key elements

-most importantly, a relationship must exist between the characters on stage.  In improv, it’s normally discovered through the course of a scene; the more quickly it is found, the faster the scene progresses.

-of course, the easiest way to advance a scene is for the performers to make assumptions

-also important is the relationship between the players and their environment, which is also discovered through improv

-the event is crucial to every scene - the situation that makes this day different from all the rest. This is where the action begins.  It arises from the game moves, which become the structure of the scene.  It can arise from the very first sentence, or even before any words are spoken

-there is a big difference between a strong, information-filled initiation that makes assumptions, and a preconceived notion used to control a scene

-the biggest mistake the first player could make would be to downplay his partner’s response in order to continue shoving his scenario down the throat of his partner

-having an idea is not bad in itself, especially if the actor conveys it easily to his partner through a simple initiation, such as a line of dialog or a physical movement.  The simpler the idea, the better

-it is vitally important, however, for an improviser to drop his idea immediately the moment the scene takes an unexpected twist

-when all the players are involved in its creation, the scene is much more interesting.  Two heads are better than one, and in Harold, six or eight heads are even better

-a common mistake for some improvisers is to be led by the audience.  If the crowd laughs loudly at one particular  moment, the performer may be tempted to push the scene in the direction that the audience is responding to - instead of responding to his fellow performers

-unfortunately, an audience doesn’t necessarily want what it thinks it wants.  A player is usually much better off listening to his fellow performers and director than the audience members

-Start in the Middle.  Exposition sucks

-backstories and explanations are rarely the most exciting part of any book or film; generally they are a necessary evil

-in improvisation, actors are seldom hamstrung by exposition.  Instead, they simply ignore it all, and being their scenes in the middle

-it is always helpful if the players know each other (or their roles) when they begin their scene; they need to make assumptions about their relationship right from the start

-when two players pretend their scene actually begin five minutes before the lights went up, they make discoveries much more quickly. They spare the audience their excruciatingly dull groping around for information that should simply be assumed

-an improviser accepts what his partner says as a gift, and builds on that idea.  He may respond with another gift, and the two of them build their scene based on the information in their statements

-they must make active choices, rather than passive ones, and then follow through on their ideas. Everything said can be heard and used, even what might be considered a mistake.  Since “action begins with the disruption of a routine,” the “mistake” could be the disruption that begins the action

-too many actors make the error of talking about doing something instead of doing it; a potentially interesting scene gets frittered away because no one is actually doing anything.  If the idea is active, it leads step by step, to the next idea.  But if the idea is talked away, the actors never arrive at the next idea

-in improv, the active choice is the only one to take

-scenes are much more interesting when the idea is seen, rather than talked about.

-active choices forward the scene.  Passive choices keep it stagnant.  There’s really no choice, is there?

-careful players will note that the structure of any good scene is usually a game, one that is discovered in the first three lines of dialog

-games are found within scenes.  One example is one-upmanship, where each player tries topping the other with every sentence (and of course, the opposite - continuing to lower one’s own status - is equally valid)

-to discover the potential games in each scene, players must pay close attention from the start.  They must be especially careful to notice their own lines, since players often aren’t aware of the games they are setting up for themselves

-there is a part of the human brain that is very skilled at improvisation, and it is usually setting up a player’s scenes for him (however subconsciously).  So, he has to be careful not to get in the way of his own ideas

-when an actor pays the same attention to his own lines as he pays to clues in a murder mystery, he sees his scenes instantly.  Unfortunately, players often let their egos get in the way.  They think they have a funny idea, and that is what the scene must be about.  While they plan what they think should be happening, they are ignoring what is actually happening

-if they force their egos out of the way and trust the choice made by the group, they’ll all discover their scene together.  The need to remember they are not playwrights - they are improvisers

-they must also be aware of the patterns in a scene - and then play them.  For example, one way to end a scene is to return to the beginning of that same scene, whether through a line, a gesture, or a completed cycle

-all of life follows a cycle, and improvisation is no different.  The patterns become part of the scenic game.  When the players recognize the patterns in a scene, they’ll set each other up for game moves to forward that scene.  And when they understand the game they set up for themselves, and play it full tilt, they’ve got it made

-find your game, and you’ve found your scene

-a melding of the brains occurs on stage.  When improvisers are using seven or eight brains instead of just their own, they can do no wrong.  Time slows down, and the player has a sense of where he is

-a similar event occurs during a successful improv.  “On, stage, one has a complete picture of what is going on, and also a clear sense of all potential moves.  They are almost laid out in time.  The pattern-making mechanism is kicked on, and yet, one’s intellect does not desert him”

-“Somehow, the improviser is in the balanced right and left hemisphere state.  He can almost see time as a dimension, as he can almost see his potential moves extend physically into the future.  It’s then very easy to decide which move to choose, and then go with it.  Since everyone is on the same wavelength, each player sees what the other sees

-it’s an absolute thrill, a tremendous surge of confidence, energy and joy

-there’s little point in a player discussing the past or planning the future in a scene.  A good improviser shows us the now.  It’s always much more interesting to see it, rather than hear about it.  After all, this is a visual medium

-too many performers are terrified when the stage is quiet, but a few moments of silence doesn’t mean nothing is happening.  Just the opposite - it often leads into the most important moments in a scene

-improvisers have no reason to fear silence - in fact, more experienced players learn to appreciate it.  The silence creates tension and draws in the audience.  There is action in thought, and the audience finds a player’s response worth waiting for

-when an actor has a strong initiation, but becomes very verbose, he diminishes the importance of the line, and babbles away the energy behind his ideas

-by taking his time and being thoughtful about his work, a player ends up economizing his words; he discovers that he can say more by saying less.  The actor’s cliche is very true: less is more

-for some inexplicable reason, things are funnier when they happen three times.  Two isn’t enough, and four is too many, but the third time something happens, it usually gets a laugh. This is a basic, but mysterious, rule of comedy.  The same mechanism in the brain that likes to see patterns seems to thrive on this “Rule of Threes”

Summary: keep it simple, less is more.  Avoid exposition.  Start scenes in the middle.  Take the active choice to forward action.  Be specific, avoid generalities.  Listen for the game move.  Welcome the silences.  There is action in thought

One Mind, Many Bodies
-follow the subconscious choice

-the subconscious is a lot smarter than most people think

-very often, when a beginning improviser gets the impulse to say or do something in a scene, he ignores it.

-when his subconscious provides him with a sudden idea for the scene, and he doesn’t understand the reason for making this “crazy” choice, his ego considers it a mistake.  The only real mistake here is ignoring the inner voice

-a scene is never about what the player thinks it is going to be; glossing over this “mistake” actually ruins a great chance to make discoveries

-as the players grow more experienced on stage, they discover they have an inner voice which, when followed, leads them to interesting twists in the scene.  The unusual choices result in the most interesting scenes

-the ego is the part of the mind that hangs on to preconceived notions about scenes, so the best improvisers always strive to overcome their own egos.  They’ve learned to trust their inner voices to their unconscious right choices

-and when a player reaches the level where he lets his subconscious make the correct choices, his level of confidence on stage will soar

-eventually, he learns that there is a part of his brain that really does know how to do this work quite well - if he would just get out of his own way

-once he puts his own ego out of the way, he stops judging the ideas of others - instead, he considers them brilliant, and eagerly follows them

-unlike the real world, however, when a number of players are on stage, their intelligence is actually increased.  The group intelligence is much more than the sum of its parts

-when a team of improvisers pays close attention to each other, hearing and remembering everything, and respecting all that they hear, a group mind forms.  The goal of this phenomenon is to connect the information created out group ideas - and it’s easily capable of brilliance

-when a group mind is achieved, its members have a very strong sense of the group as an entity of its own, and connects with its feelings and requirements. There is empathy among the individuals involved, almost an instinct.  The members exist to serve the needs of the group

-audiences have witnessed the group mind linking up to a universal intelligence, enabling them to perform fantastic, sometimes unbelievable feats.  It only happens when the group members are finely attuned to each other, but it almost seems like they are tapping into the same universal consciousness that enables individuals with special abilities.  Somehow, we are able to connect to it - and all improvisers know the value of connections

-the different sides of a diamond all reflect each other.  Harold players should do the same thing - reflect each other’s ideas

Summary: Take the unusual choice.  Listen to your inner voice.  Reflect each other’s ideas

Environmentally Aware
-all human beings have a sense memory that can summon up a past sound, sight, or smell

-once the improviser learns to trigger that visual creation in his own brain, he begins to create that environment for his audience

-as soon as an actor beings to see his environment on stage, the audience sees it through his eyes.  The environment affects him and the choices he makes in the scene

-improvisers must totally commit to their environment

-players who commit to the environment respect all objects created on stage as though they were real, because once the performers bring them into existence, they are real.

-the objects created on stage influence the actor’s choices, and help to discover emotions and attitudes.  As soon as a player begins an activity, his mind discovers why, and he justifies it in his attitude

-visualizing objects in an environment always rescues a player who becomes temporarily stuck in a scene

-when making choices, specifics are always better than generalities.  Specifics add dimensions to the work and to the characters

-the more specific the choices, the easier they connect to future scenes, and players should always be aware of connections

-of course, while an environment and the objects within it affect the scene, they should not be the scene.  Many beginning improvisers make the mistake of discussing the activity they are engaged in, which is redundant when the activity is being done properly.  Paradoxically, the scene is usually the most effective if the conversation is as far removed from the activity as possible

-experienced performers learn that their dialog isn’t about their activity.  Instead, the lines should be saved for the relationship with the other player.  That relationship is created while the players are engaged in their particular activity

-what is clearly seen, does not need to be heard

-both players soon discover their attitudes through their activities and objects

-while the group invoked an archetype which had power over their work, the power truly came from them 

-visual group creation is the most vital part of the invocation

-the process is the same: describe it, talk to it, worship it.  The fourth step, become it, is added.

-when invoking a human quality, abstract qualities are projected onto the group creation in the form of physical details.  When invocating an object, the visual details inspire human traits, emotional responses, memories and character quirks

-it is impossible for the character an actor is playing to get stuck.  It isn’t the character who is stuck, but the actor himself.  Since this “character” shares his mind, his intelligence, and his morals, the player must reveal himself in this person

-when improvisers realize that all they need to do is react honestly, their scenes come alive with real human relationships.  They interact in social situations that everyone relates to

-a real character consists of the actor himself, with any additional points of view, preoccupation, or attitude that this character has.  This additional point of view motivates his responses in specific ways

-if the players reveal their “subtext” they cheapen it and render it impotent.  Having these secrets in mind gives the players the most subtle responses on unrelated matters

-an intuitive actor easily sees the preoccupation of his fellow actor and plays right into his hands

-throughout the scene, he never mentioned his motives, even though he was completely driven by them

-there is nothing a character won’t do.  When an actor discovers a new character in his personality, he must find what will make him go further - to do the unexpected

Summary: Commit to the physical.  Let your environment affect you.  Be specific with your objects.  Reveal yourself through your characters
Responsibilities of a Harold Player
-an actor has more responsibility in improvisation than any other theatre form

-with improv the actor is responsible for nearly everything

-this is quite a bit of responsibility for an actor, but fortunately, he is not the only one with those jobs.  He is part of a team

-the Harold is just like football, baseball, or any other team sport - no one player is more important than anyone else

-each player must share the responsibility.  On an eight man team, each player should do one-eighth of the work.  If one person tries to lead a Harold, it is doomed to fail - the Harold must be followed by the group

-the best Harold player thinks of himself as a tool for the Harold, and tries to function in the piece, sublimating himself to the needs of the work.  He is always thinking of the Harold, and what is needed throughout every moment of the game

-he should not be thinking of himself.  In fact, it is just as important for the player to know when he is not needed on stage.  He should always believe that “seeing Harold” is more important than being seen by friends and family in the audience

-when the major tasks are taken care of by other team players, they are naturally there to provide support and back-up for whatever ensemble work is required.  Although they are standing by and ready if needed, they do not get in the way of the game if they are not

-like all the best improvisers, Bill Murray is as talented supporting others during an improv as he is at leading scenes

-the best Harold players know that it is much more satisfying to have a small part in creating a great Harold, than sacrificing the Harold so they can be seen

-if one person controls the Harold, it is no longer a group effort, and the group mind is destroyed

-such players discover that no on is willing to play with them, because they consider themselves more important than the game

-to edit a scene, a player walks onto the center of the stage and initiates the next scene or game.  He simply waits for the right moment, then crosses in front of the existing scene, thus beginning the next one

-learning how to edit is easy.  Knowing when to cut a scene off requires a little more effort

-players have to respect the length and timing of the individual pieces that make up the Harold.  If a scene or a game goes on for too long, not only does it detract from that piece, it zaps the energy of the entire performance.  A Harold should rarely run longer than 35 minutes.  Since the opening alone can take six or seven minutes, the entire Harold becomes unbalanced if one scene rambles on without being cut off by other players

-any player paying attention knows when his teammates have established their relationship in a scene clearly enough to be cut until a future time

-when improvisers work together for a while, they will recognize the tone in another player’s voice asking to be edited

-much of this is pure instinct.  If a player has an impulse to cut a scene but isn’t quite sure if the timing is right, chances are that his impulse was the correct one.  He can’t worry about being polite - it’s more polite to edit a scene too soon than too late, because they can always return with their ideas later.  That’s the beauty of the Harold

-as a director, a player may choose to enter a scene, rather than cut it off.  “Walk-ons” are appropriate if a performer has an idea to help move the scene forward in the same direction that its players are moving it.  Often, actors in a scene call for another player to enter, so the team members should always be listening for that call

-good walk-ons enter, give their initiation, and then exit.  A walk-on must remember that the scene is not about him; he shouldn’t redirect the scene or become its focus.  And he shouldn’t enter in the first place if he doesn’t have an idea to help the actors move their scene forward, because he only causes further confusion

-don’t throw an anchor to a sinking ship - someone else will help.  Don’t fix it if it isn’t broken.  Players should never invade each other’s scenes if they are going smoothly and don’t call for assistance

-among the most important are entering scenes from the rear; editing scenes from the front, and initiating split scenes from the side

-teamwork can create wonders.  Improv groups can turn into just about anything, from animals to rainstorms to trees with serpents slithering through them

-the scene may need sound effects, anything from a police siren to the Voice of God

-if the players in the back line are paying attention, they provide eerie sounds to heighten the mood in a scene, or they may each be pieces of a symphony in a musically orchestrated game

-of course, too much of a good thing is still too much, and it occasionally reaches that point.  If the sound effects become overpowering, they literally become the scene.  There is a difference between getting in the way and lending a helping hand

-often as the trust between team members grows stronger, players often take enormous leaps of faith, and are seldom betrayed by team members

-what makes a player literally take a flying leap? Is it merely trust?  Is it the raised consciousness of the group?  Whatever it is, there is an equivalent feeling that makes the other players get there in time to catch him - one of the most daring examples of improvisational choreography 

-in improvisation, when you ask a question, you are taking information away from your fellow player, instead of adding information.  It’s off-putting.  Cuts the ground out from under you

-it forces a fellow player to invent information.  Moves which offer information allow a fellow player to react and justify.  Reaction and justification lead to an exciting discovery process between the players, which is our goal.

-pimping or asking questions, dumps the burden onto one player, coercing him into dull, forced invention (and probably makes him look bad in the process - another serious improv crime)

-Del speculates that there is hierarchy of crimes in improvisation, “like an ever-expanding number of infinities.”  At any rate, there are other candidates for “Worst Crime in Improvisation,” including “reality breaking”

-players break reality when one of them denies the basis of the scene he has helped to create, usually for the sake of a laugh

-still, seemingly honest but actually destructive questions pop up all the time, and become part of the improvisational ‘clutter’ or ‘static’ that we are so concerned with eliminating”

-another candidate for “Worst Crime in Improv” is physical violence on stage that actually results in an actor getting hurt

-so what happens when a scene requires violence.  Easy.  We do it in slow motion

-slowing down the action lets the audience see and relish the detail of someone getting punched in the stomach or the face, the face slowly distorts under the fist, and the stomach slowly becomes concave as the eyes pop slowly

-performers are in a state of trance anyway, and tend not to notice the bruises and nicks when they happen

Summary: find your function or role in every game

