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ABSTRACT
As a performer who has worked in improvisation and an educator who has
used improvisation in the classroom, I have come to believe that improvisation is a
significant aspect of theatrical performance, and has been throughout the history of the
theatre. Improvisation, perhaps, even led to the genesis of theatrical performance, as it
has been noted that the Greek theatre evolved out of the improvisations of dithyrambic
choruses. In spite of being such a continual presence in the theatre, no comprehensive
account of the role of improvisation in theatre history exists. This is likely because
improvisation does not leave behind a physical artifact like a script, and therefore may
be more difficult to study. Furthermore, I believe there is a potential misunderstanding
of improvisation, as modern thought tends to categorize it as the undertaking of
comedy troupes or as an aspect of actor training, rather than a performance form in
and of itself.
This dissertation will highlight instances of improvisation both as performance
and in performance over several periods of theatre history, from Ancient Greece to the
present day, and will examine improvisation in terms of nonlinear dynamics, or Chaos
Theory, to provide a theoretical framework for understanding it. In so doing, my aim
is define and describe improvisation as a long-standing component in the history of
theatrical performance, one that is deserving of historical and theoretical inquiry. This
document will not be a history of improvisation, or a purely theoretical examination,
but rather will seek to understand how improv has interfaced with theatrical
performance in different periods of Western History.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Improvisation (also known as improv or impro) has been a component of
performance since the beginnings of Ancient Greek theatre with the improvisations by
the leaders of the dithyrambs (Brockett 13). Possibly, improvisation found its way
into earlier ritual dramas as in the case of Ancient Egypt, where sacred texts were
incorporated into such performances while still relying on myths that “were quite
flexible and could easily be related to many different situations” (Nielsen 214). Such
flexibility suggests that these ritual dramas potentially used of some degree of
improvisation around the sacred texts recited by the religious officials. Subsequent
forms of performance, such as the Atellan farce of the third century B.C.E. and the
commedia dell’arte of the Renaissance also featured improvised performance
components (Brockett 45, 178). In the past century, improvisation has come to be
used as a means for actor training, as seen with such practitioners as Constantin
Stanislavski and Viola Spolin. It has also been used as performance medium of its
own—perhaps as a revival the earlier forms of commedia and the Atellan farce—as
evidenced by such examples as Keith Johnstone’s Theatresports and The Second City
improv troupe established by Spolin’s son, Paul Sills.
In spite of the persistent role improvisation has played in the history of theatre,
relatively little scholarly attention has been devoted its study. Aside from the writings
of Keith Johnstone and Viola Spolin, there has been a deficiency in the exploration of
the inner workings of improvisation, and in the analysis of improvisation through a
1
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theoretical lens. The vast majority of texts available on the subject of improvisation
are much more of the “How To” variety, giving the would-be improviser a list of
games with tips on how to improvise well. Considering the persistence of
improvisation in performance, the lack of scholarly and theoretical discourse on the
subject seems to be a significant gap in the current body of theatre research. It is
worth noting Cecily O’Neill’s concern regarding the status of improvisation within the
realm of theatre studies: “Although improvisation has been a powerful source of
dramatic invention and discovery and an influence on dramatists through the ages, for
some academics the word improvisation seems to signify everything objectionable in
alternative forms of theatre” (17). This objection may be due to the fact that improv is,
by nature, difficult to study since it leaves behind no artifact, like a written script.
Although textual analysis may be impossible, there is still much that can be studied
about improvisation and its relationship to the theatre.
A significant and fundamental component of any scholarly discussion of
improvisation begins with a history. While various theatre history texts do mention
occurrences of improvisation within performance at different points in time, no text
provides a comprehensive overview of its history. The lack of a basic historic
overview could account for what I perceive as a disconnect among theatre students
and practitioners when discussing improvisation. The word means different things for
different people. Some see it as a modern style of comedic performance, others as a
rehearsal technique, or as something else like a random occurrence. Improvisation is
all that, and it is also a persistent part of the history of the theatre from the very
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beginning. In fact, as I will explore later, improvisation has played a vital role in
giving birth to what we think of as theatre.
The goal of this research is to examine instances of improvisation in several
periods of history to understand the role that improvisation has played in the
development of the theatre. It is not meant to be an exhaustive historical survey.
Instead, I am interested in seeking to better understand how and why improvisation
was used in theatrical performance. I focus on Western history for this research
primarily because of a large number of examples of improvisation, and also to stay
contained within a manageable scope. As a third component of this research, I add a
theoretical lens to study improvisation through elements of nonlinear dynamics, also
known as chaos theory. While being primarily a scientific study, chaos theory contains
several important ideas that can relate directly to improvisation, and possibly help in
our understanding of its mechanics. Chaos theory will be presented first to provide a
theoretical framework for a deeper understanding of improvisation. From there, I
examine several historical cases of improvisation in performance.

Defining Improvisation
Before proceeding further, it is necessary to establish a definition of
improvisation. Multiple definitions have been proposed by various practitioners and
scholars, each with its own strengths and weakness. There is often little similarity
between the different instances of improvisation throughout history. Does
improvisation mean simply performing without a script? Can improvisation be
rehearsed? Is improvisation primarily a comedic performance form? This essay
3

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
addresses these questions through an evaluation of existing definitions of
improvisation and examples from historical and contemporary practices of
improvisation to provide an inclusive and effective description of improvisation.
Several existing definitions of improvisation are worth examining, each with
varying degrees of specificity. Mick Napier, a director of The Second City, offers the
following definition in his book, Improvise: Scene from the Inside Out: “Improvisation
is getting on a stage and making stuff up as you go along. That’s it” (1). If we accept
this definition, then we potentially accept a great deal of material as improvisatory,
especially if we consider Peter Brook’s opening remarks of The Empty Space: “I can
take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A man walks across this empty space
whilst someone else is watching him, and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre
to be engaged” (9). If any space could potentially be considered a stage so long as
there is a performer and observer present, then any observed behavior that involves
“making stuff up” would be considered improvisation. A classroom lecture, a
question and answer session, or a conversation could all be considered improvised
performances if they are largely created and observed by individuals other than the
participants. This actually corresponds with one of the definitions of the word
“improvise” provided by the Oxford English Dictionary Online Edition: “To compose,
utter, or perform verse or music impromptu; to speak extemporaneously; hence, to do
anything on the spur of the moment.”
While at least theoretically true, such a definition seems so broad that it would
prove unwieldy in trying to assess a definition of improvisation, simply because any
behavior—theatrical or otherwise—could potentially be called improvisation, or at
4
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least incorporate improvisation to some extent. For the purposes of this essay, we
need a definition that focuses on that which is primarily theatrical, recognizing that the
theatrical need not necessarily take place in a conventional theatre as described by
Brook above, but that the term also does not envelop all forms of observed behavior.
In his doctoral dissertation, “Improvisation in the Performing Arts: Music,
Dance, and Theatre,” Martin Sperber provides the following statement regarding the
nature of improvisation:
Perhaps words such as discovery, reality, truth, and self can be
incorporated in our expanded definition of improvisation. James
Hooker makes his contribution in an introduction to a symposium
report dealing with improvisation and literature: “Basically, however,
improvisation is spontaneously expressing and giving form to inner
impulses or remembered feelings with the emphasis being on the body
as the medium of expression.” I would augment this statement by
adding, “and can be used in as wide a range of activities as man
engages in, while in pursuit of self, reality and freedom.” (11)
By adding the terms self, reality, and freedom, Sperber moves his definition out of the
realm of what would normally be considered daily behavior and into a more
psychologically focused domain. Earlier in his writing, Sperber notes that
...much of the trauma students experience while improvising can be
traced, in part, to the classroom where the ‘correct’ response receives
praise, reward and acceptance, but where the intuitive response gets
short shrift or outright rejection...the core of the difficulty lies in one’s
inability to shed a defensive posture used to protect the ego. (9)
These imposed psychological boundaries are akin to the feelings expressed by
Theatresports founder Keith Johnstone’s reflection on his education: “I began to see
myself as crippled in the use of myself...something was seriously wrong with my
imagination—it was becoming difficult actually to get ideas” (16).

5
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From Sperber and Johnstone, it can be ascertained that improvisation is not
simply observed, spontaneous behavior, i.e. making stuff up as you go, but may stem
from a psychological need for expression that is free of constraints, possibly even the
constraints of a written text or director. It is not necessarily an easy process, as many
beginning improvisers may experience difficulty in overcoming previously established
boundaries of behavior. Individuals may be reluctant to engage in behavior that is
uncomfortable for them because of social conditioning. This is further in keeping with
O’Neill’s view of Stanislavski’s use of improvisation as a means of actor training to
“replace a conscious, mechanical, and long-established theatrical tradition with a
creative process in which conscious and subconscious absorption and sincerity
blended to produce inspiration” (9). Sperber’s definition does not necessarily equate
improvisation with the realm of theatre, because the psychological component could
be just as applicable to some forms of individual or group therapy. While drama
therapy certainly utilizes techniques from the theatre world, improvisation in this
context is not suited for any kind of public consumption, as would be the case in a
more traditional theatrical performance.
Another noteworthy idea is spontaneously expressing remembered feelings,
which provides a connection to Richard Schechner’s concept of restored behavior:
Restored behavior is living behavior treated as a film director treats a
strip of film. These strips of behavior can be rearranged or
reconstructed; they are independent of the causal systems (personal,
social, political, technological, etc.) that brought them into
existence…Restored behavior is the key process of every kind of
performing, in everyday life, in healing, in ritual, in play, and in the
arts. (28)

6
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For Schechner, performing means never for the first time, as all performances are
composed of strips of restored behavior. Essentially, no performance can be created
from nothing; the performer must draw on previous experiences or behaviors, which is
why the performance is never for the first time. The act of improvisation, then, is a
process whereby a performer spontaneously rearranges or reconstructs those strips of
behavior. The arrangement itself may be original, but the various component parts are
not, which again refutes the notion of improvisation as simply making stuff up as you
go. This notion fits with improvisation in other art forms as well, such as jazz, where
“previously learned material plays a central role in improvisation” (Sterritt 166). Thus,
this previously learned material or restored behavior constitutes a “vocabulary” that
the performer uses for improvisation (ibid).
In the quest to define theatrical improvisation, we turn now to that
provided by Anthony Frost and Ralph Yarrow, who write that improvisation is
the skill of using bodies, space, all human resources, to generate
a coherent physical expression of an idea, a situation, a
character (even, perhaps, a text); to do this spontaneously, in
response to the immediate stimuli of one’s environment, and to
do it à l’improviste: as though taken by surprise, without
preconceptions. (1)
Frost and Yarrow introduce the idea of character and situation as a part of
improvisation, meaning that the performer is not simply being her or himself in the
present moment, but is instead creating a distinct artistic work. The performance of
the improviser can be seen as somewhat akin to the work of the playwright in this
sense. Instead of a traditional actor who enacts a previously composed text with the
aid of a director, the improviser is a performer, playwright, and director all at once. In
7
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the process of rearranging and reconstructing strips of behavior to create a situation
and character, the improviser is a playwright. The simultaneous enactment of that
behavior makes the improviser a performer. The ability to respond to various stimuli
in the moment in order to continue the process of the performance equates the
improviser to a director.
The fact that improvisation requires a response to immediate stimuli suggests
that improvisation is a temporally situated event. As Hazel Smith and Roger Dean
have stated, “Pure improvisation, therefore, takes place at the intersection of
performance and creativity, and there are two consequences of this: 1) it takes place
within a defined time frame; 2) it occurs continuously through time, at speed, and does
not involve revision” (26). While there is no revision present as in the work of a
traditional author, improvisation is always changing from moment to moment based
on the stimuli received by the performer in an ongoing process of restoring behavior in
response to variations in the environment. Furthermore, once improvisation ends, it
will theoretically never exist again, as no artifact such as a script is left behind. There
are, of course, exceptions to this rule. For example, improvisation may be used in the
act of writing in an attempt to create naturalistic behavior among characters, with the
author writing down the results of the performance. However, it would be unusual for
an author to preserve the improvisation as is; revisions and rewrites would most likely
follow in the writing process as a means to heighten the dramatic effect of the
performance. Examples of this can be seen later in this essay when discussing devised
theatre..

8
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There are also instances of improvisers restoring behavior from previous
improvisations, in an act referred to in my former improvisational troupe, The
Pointless Players, as “reincorporation.” Reincorporation involves a performer or
group of performers reviving some specific element of a previous performance, such a
particularly funny joke, a unique situation, or a popular character. These
reincorporations can be made from improvised scenes earlier in an evening’s
performance, or from performances dating further back in the group’s history. What
makes a reincorporation particularly effective is the recognition of the restored
behavior by the audience, essentially allowing the observers to be “in on the joke.”
Yet, even in the case of reincorporation, a previous improvisation is not fully in a state
of renewed existence. No true artifact exists aside from the memory of performers and
spectators, memories which may be subject to certain inconsistencies. Furthermore,
since strips of behavior can be continuously arranged and reconstructed, even a
reincorporation may experience various changes in structure from the original
incarnation.
Does this temporal nature necessarily equate to spontaneity, as suggested by
the preceding definitions? Smith and Dean argue that “naïve romantic notions of
spontaneity, simplicity and lack of expertise, are no more appropriate to improvisation
to any other creative process” (25). It is generally accepted that improvisers “rarely
commence with a detailed awareness of what will happen” (Smith and Dean, 25).
However, if these performances actively restore previous behaviors, and if
“improvisers often exploit both orality and textuality, for example by means of a
textual referent for their improvisation” (Smith and Dean 35), then some
9
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improvisations are by necessity less spontaneous and more premeditated than others.
Gary Izzo asserts that “Improv in its purest form begins with nothing and then
attempts to answer the five basic questions of any situation: Who? What? Where?
When? and Why?...but in improv for interactive performance, character, location, and
period are largely established prior to performance” (186). We may also consider J. L.
Moreno’s treatment of commedia dell’arte:
Once an inventive mind has established the commedia dell’arte types—
and once the dialogue in the given situations were produced several
times—the attitude of the actors and their dialogue became more and
more frozen. The actors at best varied the dialogue which they had to
fit into the situations made to order and which they were not permitted
to change. (79)
These examples present a situation in which an improvisation has a more or
less predetermined structure, which in some cases may not be subject to change by the
performers. However, within this established framework, the inner material may be
allowed to change in response to the stimuli received by the performers. In the case of
improv for interactive performance, the actors with their pre-established characters
and situations base specific behaviors and dialogue on the stimuli of audience
interaction. Commedia dell’arte may have functioned in a similar fashion, with the
actors varying the performance in response to the audience or other environmental
stimuli. Given this, not all improvisation may be deemed as wholly spontaneous,
though it still holds true that improvisations are responsive to environment stimuli
within the temporal situation of the performance.
How then can improvisation best be defined? I submit the following definition
based on my interpretations of definitions previously discussed: Improvisation is a
10
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temporally situated, environmentally sensitive, imaginative and creative process of
restoring, rearranging, and reconstructing behavior by a performer or group of
performers which utilizes available resources to enact an idea, character, and/or
situation. I deliberately omit spontaneity from this definition because, as discussed
earlier, the level of spontaneity is variable across the different instances of
improvisation. We cannot argue that improvisation exists without a text, because
some performances may in fact use existing texts as a framework for performance.
Furthermore, it cannot be stated that all improvisation is wholly unpredictable, as
commedia dell’arte and interactive performance often have a definite established
conclusion, and so are scripted to a certain extent. I also ignore the more
psychological notions presented by Sperber in an effort to focus this definition solely
on improvisation as a performance style, and not as a method of any kind of drama
therapy. This definition goes further to focus on the theatrical style of improvisation
by invoking character and situation, as opposed to the improvised behaviors that occur
in daily life. A distinct reference to the theatre is omitted, however, because even as a
theatrical style, improvisation may occur in a variety of environments apart from a
traditional stage, but by establishing the improvisers as performers I have alluded to
the need for spectators to witness such a performance.
Is improvisation primarily a comedic form? Neither my proposed definition,
nor any of the others presented here makes any mention of comedy. Many
instinctively relate improvisation to comedy because some of the most well known
forms such as the work by The Second City or the television program Whose Line is it
Anyway? focus on comedy. Certainly there is a tradition of comedy in improvisation,
11
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as seen with commedia dell’arte and the Atellan farce, but it must also be remembered
that the dithyrambs which gave rise to Greek tragedy also featured improvisation.
There is simply no need, historical or otherwise, to label improvisation as a solely
comedic style of performance.
Can improvisation be rehearsed? To a certain extent, yes, because an
improvisation that utilizes pre-established characters or situations may rely on
rehearsal to create those various components. Additionally, when considering the act
of reincorporation and the restoration of behavior, certain behaviors may be restored
or reincorporated from a rehearsal by a group of improvisers, and while such an action
makes for a kind of inside joke, it may be that the behavior was deemed so successful
by the performers that it is necessary to present it to an audience. This may be seen
with groups that present improvisational games for performance. However, because
improvisation is both temporal and sensitive to the environment of the performance, it
cannot be said that an improvisation can be entirely rehearsed, calculated, and
constructed as with a traditional play. While a traditional play is also sensitive to the
environment of the performance—different audiences may react at different times,
cues may be off, lines may be dropped, etc.—a traditionally produced play seeks to
overcome those stimuli to preserve that which has been calculated and constructed
during the rehearsal process. Improvisation however, relies on those environmental
stimuli as a component of the creative process of the performance.
Improvisation as a performance style is both complex and difficult. It involves
the actor simultaneously operating in a variety of functions—performer, director,
playwright—while actively restoring previously experienced behavior and responding
12
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to the incoming environmental stimuli. It can be imaginative, emotional, comedic,
and tragic. It is not relegated merely to comedy clubs and primetime television, but
may in fact be an expression of many postmodern feelings, as “consistent with the
theories of Derrida, Barthes and Foucault in challenging the notion of the creator as
sole and immediate focus of meaning” (Smith and Dean, 35).
While I have focused primarily on improvisation as a performance style, I
believe that my proposed definition is also applicable to improvisation both as a means
of actor training and as a rehearsal technique. The ideas of imagination and creativity
expressed in my definition are at the core of the use of improvisation in such
situations. Furthermore, my notion of using available resources can certainly include
the integration of a dramatic text if improvisation is being utilized in the rehearsal
process. Since rehearsals are a conscious process of restoring behavior, there is yet
another connection between the definition and improvisation as something other than
performance in and of itself. In this instance, the spectators may only be the director,
stage manager, and other actors present, yet the goal of enacting ideas, characters, and
situations remains the same.
I have attempted to provide an inclusive, effective definition aimed at the
theatrical style of improvisation based on my interpretations of existing definitions,
which will serve as the guiding definition for this particular research. Like
improvisation itself, this definition may be subject to change based on various stimuli,
such as new research and new theoretical understandings of improvisation. What is
certain, though, is that while improvisation may at times seem fairly simplistic, it is in
fact a deeply complex system that draws on a multitude of inputs for its construction.
13
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There is more to improvisation than “making stuff up.” By building on this definition
and examining the many occurrences of improvisation throughout the history of the
theatre, I believe we as scholars and practitioners will gain a deeper appreciation of
this unique form of performance.
Chapter Two examines improvisation through the lens of chaos theory
particularly emphasizing the notion of sensitive dependence on initial conditions, also
know as “The Butterfly Effect.” This chapter seeks to use the ideas of chaos theory to
explain what happens in the context of an improvisation, and why perhaps and
improvisation can never be truly recreated. By establishing this theoretical framework,
we can gain a deeper understanding and appreciation of the examples of improvisation
from different periods in history.
Chapter Three examines improvisation from the very beginnings of the theatre
in Ancient Greece. Of special interest is the role that improvisation may have played
essentially in creating the dramatic art form as we know it, as Greece transitioned from
an oral to a literate culture. Ancient Rome will also be considered, as the Romans
borrowed and modified many cultural commodities from the Greeks, including
theatre.
Chapter Four explores improvisation in medieval and renaissance theatre, in
particular the morality plays, commedia dell’arte, and the jigs of the Elizabethan
theatre. In some of these instances, we can see improvisation being presented as
standalone performance, such as with commedia, and in others we see improvisation
used as more of a supplement to the real show, as with the Elizabethan jigs.

14
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Chapter Five looks at more modern trends in improvisation, with modern here
being used to include the 18th century onward. In particular, this chapter will be
concerned with developing improvisation as a training technique for actors, and also
the rise of comedic improv troupes, which is what immediately comes to mind for
most when they hear the word improvisation.
Chapter six will provide a final summation of the research presented along
with my concluding thoughts.
In examining different periods in history I do not mean to suggest an
evolutionary trend in improvisation, as I believe instances of improvisation are related
to certain factors present in each particular period. In organizing the chapters
chronologically, I simply wish to show the historical scope of improvisation, that it is
a form of performance rooted in the early theatre which continued to be utilized in
different periods. Due to the ephemeral nature of improvisation, it is perhaps best not
to think of an unbroken line of improvisation throughout history, but rather as a form
of performance that recurred in different periods and societies.
This research is meant to provide a theoretical basis with historical instances of
how improvisation has interfaced with the theatre. It is not intended as a guide for how
to do improvisation, nor to suggest how to make an improvised scene “better” (though
I do believe that some of the findings may have the potential to be applied to the
practice of improvisation). For many, improvisation seems to be a mysterious—and at
times a frightening—event. It is my hope that this study will shed some light on the
inner workings of the act of improvisation, and the important role it has played in our
performance tradition. Improvisation, given such a long and persistent history in the
15
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theatre, should not be relegated simply to the comedy clubs or seen as a small
component of actor training. This research is meant to help in some small way give
improvisation the scholastic respect that it is due.

16
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CHAPTER II
SENSITIVE DEPENDENCE ON INITIAL CONDITIONS
Chaos Theory
In order to contribute to the theoretical understanding of the subject, I have
decided to explore the relationship between improvisation and nonlinear dynamics,
also known as chaos theory. This chapter will examine improvisation using ideas
drawn from chaos theory that I believe are particularly applicable. In particular,
nonlinear systems are inherently unpredictable. Certainly this notion applies to
improvisation. In drawing on this theory, we can gain a greater appreciation of the
forces at work during an improvised performance.
The scientific community does not widely use the term chaos theory,
preferring instead (as Katherine Hayle notes) to refer to such research as “nonlinear
dynamics, dynamical systems theory, or, more modestly yet, dynamical systems
methods” (Mackey 35). In spite of this preference, the American Institute of Physics
still publishes a quarterly journal on nonlinear systems research called Chaos. For this
research on improvisation, I choose to use chaos theory as my primary term. I do this
for two main reasons, namely that I believe it is a term more familiar that nonlinear
dynamics or dynamical systems theory to most readers, and because from my personal
experience the word “chaos” is evocative of much of what goes into improvisation.
However, I do intend to use the terminology and concepts of chaos theory as faithfully
as possible to their scientific basis.

17
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Chaos theory developed from the work of scientists studying nonlinear systems
in the 1960s, and was touted as a way to provide explanation for aberrant phenomena
within those systems, as well as allowing for short term forecasting based on existing
data sets. Garnett P. Williams provides the following definitions: “Chaos is sustained
and disorderly-looking long-term evolution that satisfies certain mathematical criteria
and that occurs in a deterministic nonlinear system. Chaos theory is the principles and
mathematical operations underlying chaos” (9).
As the theory became disseminated outside the physical sciences, other
disciplines began identifying nonlinear systems with their individual fields of study.
For example, historians have taken to using the components of chaos theory to provide
a metaphorical explanation for the unfolding of certain historical events, which may
have seemed to follow a distinctly nonlinear course. Similarly, the field of theatre
studies has drawn from chaos theory, perhaps most notably in William Demastes
book, Theatre of Chaos, which applies chaos theory to the analysis of select play
scripts. In addition to script studies, certainly there is the potential for analyzing
performance styles with an eye to chaos theory, drawing on the metaphorical qualities
to provide explanation as to why performances transpire as they do, and why there are
sometimes aberrant phenomena within a given performance.
What exactly is a nonlinear system, and how does it differ from a linear
system? A linear system is one that follows Newtonian principles; that is to say, linear
systems are predictable. Within a linear system, a small stimulus produces a small
effect, whereas a large stimulus produces a large effect. For example, if you were to
role a ball across a table, Newtonian physics states that by applying a slightly greater
18
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amount of force to a second roll would cause the ball to roll slightly faster, and travel a
slightly greater distance. In a system with multiple stimuli, the total effect is the sum
of the effects the various stimuli would cause individually, a concept known as the
superposition principle (Raymond 7). In a nonlinear system, these principles lose their
effect; small changes can produce very large effects. If the example of the ball rolling
across the table were in fact a nonlinear system, then minute variables such as
imperfections in the surface of the table would have an effect on the ball’s course, and
could cause it to behave in unpredictable ways, travelling in different directions for
different distances each time it was rolled (Williams 9-13).
The production of complex behavior by simple systems is seen in the
earlier example of a ball rolling across a table. It becomes impossible to predict
the long-term behavior of the ball because of the presence of unaccounted (or
unaccountable) variables, which have a serious effect on the ball’s behavior.
The underlying order of complex systems comes from the fact that while
nonlinear systems are unpredictable, at least in the long term, they are still
deterministic. Any behavior within a nonlinear system results from antecedent
behaviors in the system.
The fact that chaos theory is deterministic highlights another important
point, namely that the behavior of a nonlinear system is temporally situated. As
stated in the above definition of chaos theory, the system in question must be
dynamical. A dynamical system “is anything that moves, changes, or evolves
in time” (Williams 11). It is impossible to simply look at an isolated piece of
data and determine if the system is exhibiting chaotic behavior. Instead, one
19
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must look at the progression of behavior over time, rather than a snapshot, in
order to determine if the behavior becomes unpredictable and thus chaotic.
In the domain of the physical sciences, there are certain phenomena which
follow the principles of linearity, and as a result are much more predictable; however,
unpredictable nonlinear systems have been identified, at least from a theoretical
standpoint. The difficulty with nonlinear systems occurring in nature is that they are
almost impossible to test outside of controlled laboratory situations, or via computer
modeling. The planet’s weather system is the classic example of a nonlinear system in
nature, but in order to scientifically test any hypotheses regarding its nonlinearity, a
scientist would have to compare one weather system with another, which is of course
impossible outside of a simulation. As a result, the hypothesis presented here
regarding improvisation as a nonlinear system is of a theoretical nature, namely
because even if multiple instances of improvisation were compared, it would be nearly
impossible to account for enough variables to apply the mathematics that undergird
chaos theory—hence the appropriateness of a more metaphorical treatment. By this I
mean that this research will not rest heavily on empirical data (though such data will
be included where appropriate); instead, I will use the various components of chaos
theory to provide an explanation of the behavior within improvisation, with the
suggestion that improvisation exhibits behaviors similar to those found in nonlinear
systems. Rather than becoming mired in nonlinear equations (though at times the
equations will be used at least illustratively to explain certain concepts) observations
of improvisation—in both contemporary and historical situations—will be related to
chaos theory as a means of explaining the behavior at work.
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Additionally, when taken metaphorically the various concepts of chaos theory
are relatively easy to understand, even for those who do not have a strong background
in math and science. This allows for greater accessibility to the material, and is a more
fitting application of chaos theory to a topic within the field of theatre studies.
Demastes asserts that “it is the metaphor that hits the mark in ways others to varying
degrees have not” (10); that being the case, the metaphor provided by chaos theory
may allow us a framework for understanding, categorizing, and theorizing the act of
improvisation.
The metaphor gains further support from physicist David Ruelle, who writes:
...in many cases (ecology, economics, social sciences) the basic
equations of evolution, whatever they are, slowly change with time (the
system “learns”). For such systems, then, the impact of chaos remains
for the time being at the level of scientific philosophy rather than
quantitative science. (79)
If theatre—particularly improvisation, which certainly could be considered a system
that “learns”—can be included in the aforementioned list, then Ruelle’s preference for
chaos as philosophy in such cases is applicable, leading to the use of chaos as
metaphor.
Finally, the empirical application of chaos theory is typically for the purposes
of forecasting, using a large data set to make short-term predictions about the behavior
of a system. This study is not concerned so much with making predictions about
improvisation such as how a particular improvised scene will progress, but rather with
determining if improvisation can be considered to be nonlinear, and thus understood in
terms of chaos theory.
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It must also be noted that while the term “chaos” can invoke certain ideas and
images of randomness and chance, that is simply not the meaning of chaos theory. As
radical as the term sounds, “chaos theory does not precisely undermine or overturn
Newtonian laws; it quite simply redirects our viewing of them and of nature so as to
appreciate the chaos that was heretofore ignored” (Demastes 10). Chaos does not
mean a breakdown of laws, but rather a loss of predictability. Chaotic behavior “is
determinate and law-governed...it is just the sensitivity of final states to initial states—
given their determinate connection—that is captured by the term ‘chaotic’” (Reisch 6).
Thus, while nonlinear or chaotic systems are to a certain extent unpredictable, this
unpredictability comes from an inability to sufficiently account for all the variables at
work in the initial state of a system, rather than the effect of randomness. It is the
sensitive dependence on initial conditions that forms the cornerstone of chaos theory.

The Butterfly Effect in Brief
In 1961, Edward Lorenz, a meteorologist at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) developed a simple weather modeling computer program, which
printed off a row of numbers indicating changes in temperature, directionality of
winds, and so forth. Due to the limitations of computers at the time, namely memory
and speed, Lorenz’s virtual world was hardly a complete simulation. Rain, clouds, and
fog did not occur in the program, nor did the seasons change. Yet even though the
program only simulated a few meteorological elements, the model was surprisingly
complex in that the weather patterns never seemed to exactly repeat.
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The advent of computer systems opened up the possibility of weather
forecasting, which had previously been considered by most meteorologists to be
impossible or at the very least impractical because of the thousands of calculations
involved in trying to predict the weather. Before computers, any forecasting done was
largely guesswork due to the difficulty in trying to perform such calculations by hand.
A computer, however, could perform the necessary calculations with enough speed to
make forecasting a serious possibility. Weather was known to be a complicated
system, yet it was believed to operate by the same Newtonian laws that governed other
systems. If a computer with enough power could be constructed to account for all the
necessary variables and perform the multitude of calculations, then forecasting would
be a realistic possibility. Although the necessary measurements could never be exactly
perfect, given the predictability of Newtonian laws and linear systems, it would
theoretically be possible to forecast the weather in the long-term, weeks, months, even
years into the future. Gleick makes the following comment:
Scientists marching under Newton’s banner actually waved another
flag that said something like this: Given an approximate knowledge of
a system’s initial conditions and an understanding of natural law, one
can calculate the approximate behavior of the system. This assumption
lay at the philosophical heart of science. As one theoretician liked to
tell his students: “The basic idea of Western science is that you don’t
have to take into account the falling of a leaf on some planet in another
galaxy when you’re trying to account for the motion of a billiard ball
on a pool table on earth. Very small influences can be neglected.
There’s a convergence in the way things work, and arbitrarily small
influences don’t blow up to have arbitrarily large effects.” (15)
Like any linear system, it was felt that approximations in the measuring of
meteorological variables would not have a significant impact on weather predictions,
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allowing for the likelihood of long-range forecasts with a reasonable degree of
accuracy.
One day in 1961, Lorenz wanted to examine a particular sequence of his
computer model. By this time, he had modified the program to print out a simple
graphical representation of the data, and not just a string of digits. In order to examine
the sequence in question, Lorenz picked a midway point to start the simulation, and
inputted the initial conditions by hand from an earlier printout then left the computer
to do its calculations. When he returned, he noticed that while the new printout
resembled the earlier one for a short period, it eventually became completely different,
to the point where the two weather systems bore no resemblance to each other (Fig. 1).
After determining that it was not a computer malfunction, the realization was that “In
the computer’s memory six decimal places were stored…on the printout, to save
space, just three appeared…Lorenz had entered the shorter, rounded-off numbers,
assuming that the difference—one part in a thousand—was inconsequential” (Gleick
16).
This accidental discovery flew in the face of Newtonian linearity. The weather
was expected to behave according to the accepted laws of physics. To illustrate this, if
a cannon is fired at a certain angle for example, then a second cannon is fired at
approximately the same angle, the cannonballs will land in approximately the same
place; small changes produce small effects. Yet Lorenz’s virtual weather did not obey
this principle. The small difference in the initial conditions in fact produced a radically
different result. This discovery came to be popularly known as “The Butterfly Effect,”

24

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
owing to the notion that something as small as the flapping of a butterfly’s wings can
ultimately cause severe weather on the other side of the planet.
A useful metaphor for describing sensitive dependence on initial conditions,
and the determinism that underlies nonlinear systems, can be seen in the following
poem:
For want of a nail, the shoe was lost;
For want of a shoe, the horse was lost;
For want of a horse, the rider was lost;
For want of a rider, the battle was lost;
For want of a battle, the kingdom was lost! (Gleick, 23)
The poem illustrates how something as small as a nail could ultimately lead to the
destruction of a kingdom. The system is deterministic because each variable effects
the subsequent variables (the loss of a nail causing the loss of the shoe causing the loss
of the horse, etc.). The system is also nonlinear because a small change produces an
unusually large effect. It is worth noting that while much discussion revolves around
small changes producing large effects, the reverse is also true in nonlinear dynamics;
large changes can sometimes produce very small effects.
Ultimately, the sensitivity to initial conditions is related to the inability to
accurately measure variables. According to Gleick:
Suppose the earth could be covered with sensors spaced one foot apart,
rising at one-foot intervals all the way to the top of the atmosphere.
Suppose every sensor gives perfectly accurate readings of temperature,
pressure, humidity, and any other quantity a meteorologist would want.
Precisely at noon an infinitely powerful computer takes all the data and
calculates what will happen at 12:01, then 12:02, then 12:03...The
computer will still be unable to predict whether Princeton, New Jersey,
will have sun or rain on a day one month away. At noon the spaces
between the sensors will hide fluctuations that the computer will not
know about, tiny deviations from the average. By 12:01, those
fluctuations will already have created small errors one foot away. Soon
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the errors will have multiplied to the ten-foot scale, and so on up to the
size of the globe. (21)
Lorenz captures this same sentiment:
In view of the impossibility of measuring initial conditions precisely, and
thereby distinguishing between a central trajectory and a noncentral
trajectory, all nonperiodic trajectories are effectively unstable from the
point of view of practical prediction. (133)
It is these minor fluctuations leading to major changes, and the inability to measure
initial conditions precisely, that make modern forecasting accurate only in the shortrange, five to seven days. Even then, the forecasts have to be continually recalculated
to account for the variables. The five-day forecast on the nightly news can be different
from the morning forecast, due to fluctuations of the weather during the day. Accurate
long-range predictions are a theoretical impossibility, given that even the smallest
fluctuation will eventually have a significant effect on the system in question, as
Lorenz noted in his essay, “Deterministic Nonperiodic Flow”:
When our results concerning the instability of nonperiodic flow are
applied to the atmosphere, they indicate that prediction of the
sufficiently distant future is impossible by any method, unless the
present conditions are known exactly. In view of the inevitable
inaccuracy and incompleteness of weather observations, precise verylong-rang forecasting would seem to be non-existent. (141)
This inability of obtaining precise measurements had been previously recognized by
Werner Heisenberg in his work on Quantum Theory. Heisenberg writes,
In Newton’s mechanics, for instance, we may start by measuring the
position and velocity of the planet whose motion we are going to study.
The result of the observation is translated into mathematics by deriving
numbers for the coordinates and the momenta of the planet from the
observation. Then the equations of motion are used to derive from these
values of the coordinates and momenta at a given time the values of these
coordinates or any other properties of the system at a later time…In
quantum theory the procedure is slightly different. We could for instance
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be interested in the motion of an electron through a cloud chamber and
could determine by some kind of observation the initial position and
velocity of the electron. But that determination will not be accurate; it will
at least contain the inaccuracies following from the uncertainty relations
and will probably contain still larger errors due to the difficulty of the
experiment (18—19).
For both Heisenberg and Lorenz, the impossibility of obtaining accurate
measurements of the initial conditions of a system leads to unpredictability in
determining future behaviors of that system.
The Butterfly Effect is not limited to the weather; as the cornerstone of chaos
theory, all nonlinear dynamical systems reflect a sensitive dependence on initial
conditions. Turbulence also demonstrates chaotic behavior as a result of sensitivity to
initial conditions, as well as convection. Consider the smoke rising from a cigarette.
The whirls of smoke progress in no predictable fashion, due to the influence of
multiple minute variables—temperature differentials within the burning tobacco, the
movement of surrounding air molecules, the radiant heat of the smoker’s body—effect
the path of the molecules of smoke as they ascend, making predictability virtually
impossible. The point needs to be reinforced that neither the smoke from a cigarette,
nor the development of thunderstorms, nor the unpredictable behavior in any nonlinear
system is random. Nonlinear systems are, after all, deterministic. The progression of
the behavior of a system is influenced by factors from the surrounding environment,
inconsequential though they may seem.

Environmental Influences
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In my earlier definition of improvisation I proposed the idea that the act of
improvisation is environmentally sensitive, a notion also promoted by Smith and
Yarrow. The environment for improvisation can take two distinct forms: 1) the
environment of the actual performance space and 2) the environment of the scene, i.e.
the imagined environment. Both of these environments can provide stimuli that in turn
can have an effect on an improvised performance. What is more, if improvisation is in
fact a nonlinear system, then the various stimuli from the environments will operate in
a fashion similar to the Butterfly Effect. Relatively small environmental stimuli can
produce a major result within the improvised performance.
Both environments are a point of concern for many improvisers. Viola Spolin
defines environment as “The conditioned stage life agreed upon by members of the
group; all the animate and inanimate objects within the theatre, including self and the
audience; an explorable place” (381). The recognition is that an improvisation should
not simply exist in limbo, but should instead be grounded in some kind of place that is
both imagined and real. Bernard Sahlins makes the following observation regarding
improvisation and environment:
…actors are often so intent on their actions that they forget to create the
environment—an important, integral part of our work. This means the
space in which the scene is played (indoors or outdoors), and the
objects in that space…we have no help from set designers; the design is
entirely up to the actors. Directors are often not as diligent as they
should be about creating and maintaining an environment, since the
scenes often “work” without much attention to this point. But to enrich
your scenes and more fully involve the audience, you must drill, use
appropriate theatre games, cajole, jaw, and keep insisting on the
importance of what we call the “where.” (188)
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This statement allows for the fact that an improvised scene can work without either
fully establishing an imagined environment or paying much attention to the physical
environment of the space; however, an improvisation that does incorporate both
environments will more fully engage the audience. What is suggested by this is that
even an improvised performance has the ability to resemble a more traditional play,
creating a total theatrical reality.
Beyond this is of course the idea that the environments can have a direct effect
on the improvisation itself, which relates to the classification of improvisation as a
nonlinear system. Bruce Hunter notes that “Environment dictates action. It can also
dictate nonaction…In any given place there are activities that suit the environment”
(Libera 15). Essentially, the action (or nonaction) of a scene is often in response to the
situation the environment creates. For example, if the actor establishes the
environment as that of an office, then there are certain actions naturally dictated—
filing papers, answering the phone, using the copy machine, etc. These seemingly
meaningless activities can then propel the scene forward. The copy machine breaks
down. The character has to make a certain number of copies by the end of the
workday. The character is then in a race against the clock to try and repair the machine
and get the work done on time. From the influence of the environment, a storyline can
emerge. Hunter goes on to advise: “If a scene starts to die, go to the
environment…Pick up a book, find a note, make some lunch, look for your watch,
peel a grape. Something will happen” (Libera 16). The elements of the scene’s
environment provide a stimulus for action.
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Harold Clurman relates a story in which improvisation was used to stimulate
action in the play Men in White, directed by Lee Strasberg. Strasberg had his actors
observe an operation at a hospital, then recreate what they saw. According to Clurman,
The play script itself called for no more than a short scene preceding
the operation, after which the curtain fell. The actor’s improvisation or
recreation of the operation procedure, the washing-up routine, the
pulling on of the gloves, the handling of the instruments, was so aweinspiring that it was incorporated in the production and lent it
something close to grandeur. (99)
Like good practitioners of the Method, Strasberg’s actors no doubt sought to faithfully
recreate the actions they observed the doctors and nurses performing for the purpose
of attaining a sense of reality. In doing so, they also attempted to recreate the
environment of the operating room, which in turn seems to have added to the life of
the respective characters in such a way as to become a worthy addition to the
production itself.
By engaging with the environment, the actor may in fact be actively
stimulating her or his creativity. In his study of nonlinear dynamics in work
organizations, Stephen Guastello states “the environment does play an important role
in the NDS (nonlinear dynamical systems) theory of creativity; if anything, the
contribution of the environment is augmented by the recognition of social dynamics
within the environment” (Managing 335). When applied to improvisation, the actors
that allow their interactions to be informed in part by the environment of the scene
allow for greater potential creativity within the scene. The reason for this draws on the
idea of the Butterfly Effect. Both the environment and the interactions of the
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performers create influences on the improvisation that leads to effects that are
potentially greater than the initial stimuli.
This point seems to be supported by Keith Johnstone in his commentary on
being “original.” For Johnstone, during an improvisation when an actor tries to be
original or clever, the scene often falls flat. He goes so far as to relate cleverness and
originality in improvisation with stupidity, because the avoidance of the obvious
makes for a situation that can prevent the scene from moving forward. The preferred
approach for Johnstone is for the actor to be “obvious,” which often involves
acknowledging and interacting with the environment. The following example is given:
“Let’s say that I’m ‘lying on a beach.’ Eventually I’ll need to relate to another ‘item,’
so let’s say that I see a crab. If there are two ‘items’ (me and the crab) the audience
will want us to interact, so let’s have the crab take my photo” (Storytellers 70). The
crab is an obvious part of the beach environment. A crab with a camera seems slightly
strange, and may be condemned as being “clever.” In response to such a criticism,
Johnstone argues:
If I’m on a beach, then of course a crab is ‘obvious,’ and the audience
will expect me to interact with it. Having it bite me would be negative,
and a tiresome cliché, but having it take my photograph adds the
mystery of why is this crab photographing me? The audience love
mysteries that they believe will be resolved. (Storytellers 70)
The crab taking a photograph works because it advances the scene. While it
may be slightly absurd, Johnstone seems to regard it as a worthwhile choice because it
is rooted in the environment of the scene, and while it may not be what the audience
expected to see, “it wasn’t denying the audience anything that it wanted. Had the crab
been an intrusion, it would certainly have been ‘original’” (Storytellers 71). This
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example supports the idea that an improvisation can exhibit a sensitive dependence on
initial conditions based on the environment of the scene that allows for creativity on
the part of the actor. The introduction of the seemingly innocuous crab leads to the
unpredictable situation of a crab taking photographs. If played out, it would most
likely be impossible to determine exactly how this particular scene would end.
Although an improvisation can exhibit sensitivity to initial conditions in
regards to the scene of the environment, this is not always the case. As stated earlier
by Sahlins, often actors in improvisations simply ignore the environment of the scene,
and still manage to produce a performance that is acceptable to the audience.
Furthermore, while the environment of the scene can serve to dictate the action of the
scene, it is an environment that is under the control of the actors and can change at any
time. It is not unusual for an actor to establish a particular environment, and then
another actor changes the environment, causing conflict that may or may not advance
the scene. In some cases this can damage the trust between actors. One of the
generally accepted cardinal rules of improvisation is to “accept the offer,” meaning
that if an actor establishes a particular character or situation, the other actors in the
scene should accept that creation, rather than negating it by making a choice that goes
against what is already established. The rules of improvisation are not always binding
however, and could potentially be detrimental to the creative process. Napier makes
the observation that some actors become so intent on staying faithful to the rules that
the improvisation becomes cold and analytical. Rules of improvisation may serve a
necessary function for the novice, giving structure to that which on the surface seems
to lack structure, making the initial contact with improvisation somewhat less
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intimidating. These rules ultimately do not guarantee that a performance will be either
successful or unsuccessful, or as Napier states: “Proper execution of The Rules in an
improv scene does not necessarily yield a good improv scene. Furthermore, not
breaking any of The Rules does not necessarily yield a good improv scene” (9). If the
establishment of and interaction with the environment of the scene is a rule of
improvisation, and the rules can in fact be broken, then the influence of this imagined
environment cannot always be counted on to produce a Butterfly Effect.

Audience effects
If the imagined environment of the scene is not a consistent source of stimuli
for improvisations, then perhaps the real environment of the performance space is
more aligned with the notion of sensitivity to initial conditions. The first aspect of the
real environment to be considered is that of the effect of the audience on the
performers. This is a situation that is not unique to improvisation, but encompasses
theatrical performance as a whole. David Osipovich asserts that the presence of an
audience shapes each theatrical performance in a unique way. For Osipovich
A live performance as a whole is, therefore, unscriptable because it is as a
whole unrepeatable…each performance of a production is unique, not
because new business unexpectedly arises or might arise but because each
performance is presented by living actors to a unique audience and the
real-time interactions of the of the two groups determine the shape of the
event…one cannot script an audience’s reactions, or an actor’s sudden onstage realization that this is the way to move and talk tonight. (464)
The same point is addressed by Richard Courtney, who states, “The normal
theatrical experience is that, because of the mutual interplay between audience
and actor, the final art work becomes something different, almost, from the
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rehearsed work” (83). The presence of the audience, and the interplay between the
audience and the actors, influences the performance to a certain extent. Courtney
goes on to note that the degree of spontaneity in a traditional, formal production
depends on the style of the production and the director. Some may allow for actor
spontaneity more than others. Even in the presence of a tight structure and
conventions for formal theatre, “spontaneity is inherent as within any style of the
theatre art form” (84).
The presence of the audience introduces an unknown, unscriptable variable to
a performance, even in a production that does not involve playing directly to the
audience. Most contemporary forms of improvisation for performance involve some
kind of direct interaction between actors and audience, which can increase the effects
the audience has on the performance as it unfolds. This interaction can take the form
of asking the audience for suggestions on specific elements to incorporate into a scene,
or using a volunteer from the audience as a part of the scene itself. At the very least,
the reactions of the audience seem to influence how an improvised scene unfolds.
Second City and Saturday Night Live alumna Tina Fey remarks,
If you sit at the computer to write a scene, you might end up with a
long, draggy section that doesn’t work. But you’ll intellectualize that it
does work…If you’re developing a scene through improvisation, you’ll
get rid of that section instinctively because you’re the one out there
with the warm sticky egg on your face. (Libera 139)
One of Keith Johnstone’s most famed comments to his actors is to “be more
boring.” The advice to the actors to bore the audience without being bored themselves
“removed the pressure to ‘do their best’ and allowed something other than the social
personality to operate” (Storytellers 211). Whereas for Fey, the direct response of the
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audience results in immediate alterations to the scene, Johnstone seems to want to
move away from playing directly to the audience, and instead having the actors focus
on actions and relationships. This echoes a traditional approach to realistic acting in
which the audience essentially occupies an almost voyeuristic position, becoming the
unseen observes of the character’s behavior. In both cases however, the audience plays
a significant role. Even if an actor takes Johnstone’s approach to bore the audience,
there must be an audience to bore. Furthermore, Johnstone is not trying to abolish the
importance of the audience; rather he wants to create a performance that is all the
more fascinating for the spectators because of the intricacies within the performance
that come from being boring. There is a parallel with Stanislavski’s statement, “The
less an actor plays for the public the more mysterious and indefinable will be his bond
with it, the more intimate and profound” (Legacy 129).
Most actors would agree that the audience exerts a degree of influence on a
performance, whether improvised or scripted. The tempo-rhythm of a performance is
often governed in part by the reactions (or absence of reactions) from the spectators;
where the laughs come, the gasps, and the length of audible reactions all effect temporhythm. Some actors choose to acknowledge laughter, and deliberately pause to
accommodate it. In improvisational performances I have witnessed or participated in,
laughter from the audience often serves as an opportunity for the actors to stop and
collect themselves before moving on. Others prefer to continue the progression of the
scene; however, even if the actors deliberately push on in the face of an audible
reaction from the audience, it would be unrealistic to say that the tempo-rhythm is not
influenced at least in some small part.
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The effect of the audience’s audible reactions on the tempo-rhythm of a
performance is perhaps the most immediately observable influence spectators can
have. Theoreticians and practitioners also recognize that the mere presence of the
audience can have an impact on the performance. For Peter Brook, “in the theatre the
audience completes the steps of creation” (127). Without an audience, there can be no
performance. Stanislavski took the position that not only was an audience a necessary
component for the art of theatre, but “To play to a large and sympathetic audience is
like singing in a room with perfect acoustics. The audience constitutes the spiritual
acoustics for us. They give back what they receive from us as living, human emotions”
(Actor Prepares 192).
Aside from the audible reactions of the spectators, there is an invisible
connection formed between actors and audience that serves as a conduit for the
reciprocal exchange of energy and emotion. This is a concept dating back to the
earliest days of the theatre, when emotions were seen as the product of the passions.
Joseph Roach notes:
Underlying the powers characteristic of the Protean actor there existed
a theoretical substructure of considerable interest: a parapsychological
explanation of communication founded on the ancient concept of
pneuma. It was widely believed that the spirits, agitated by the passions
of the imaginer, generate a wave of physical force, rolling through the
aether, powerful enough to influence the spirits of others at a distance.
(45)
If those forces can travel from actor to spectator, then perhaps they can travel in more
subtle ways from spectator to actor. At least that seems to be the modern theory, which
regards the audience as “a creative participant in the performance of a play”
(Stanislavski, Handbook 28). Susan Bennett writes: “It is well known that an
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appreciative, knowledgeable audience can foster a ‘better’ performance from the
actors and that a restless audience can disrupt the on-stage actions, creating mistakes,
lack of pace, and poor individual performances” (151).
If we accept the statement that “the audience becomes part of the given
circumstances of the play” (McGaw 238), and since audiences change at least subtly
from performance to performance, then the differences between audiences would
equate to differences in that part of the given circumstances. In order to stay faithful to
the role, the actor must slightly adapt the performance to the variations of the
audiences. It is a fascinating, almost paradoxical idea that “To keep a performance the
same, it must always be subtly different” (McGaw 238).
If the audience exerts a subtle influence on the performance of a traditional
scripted play, then the influence may be the same or greater in the case of
improvisation. Sahlins remarks that in improvisation “we have a true community with
our audience. We speak to their concerns. We illuminate facets of their own
experience that they never marked, never thought about in that way, never even
named” (120). In this sense, the actors in improvisation can perhaps serve as the
embodiment of the collective subconscious of the audience. Another way to consider
this is that the actors and audience represent a collective intelligence. This notion
comes from the communal relationship between actors and audience, the expression of
the audience’s experience by the actors and the adjustment of the actors’ behaviors to
the response of the audience.
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Collective intelligence is a subject that has been studied by psychologists
working with nonlinear dynamical systems. A basic approach is the studying of ants as
social insects. Guastello notes that
…a colony of ants will engage in coordinated activities such as hunting
for food in repeated forays to different locations, maintenance of the
nest, and reassigning labor to tasks as needed. Ants do so without any
one ant having any apparent knowledge or cognitive picture of the
entire plan. In other words, the local interaction among ants gives rise
to a self-organized collective behavior. (“Nonlinear Dynamics in
Psychology, 8)
The idea is that nonlinear systems exhibit a kind of self-organization in spite of their
inherent unpredictability. A social collective—the ant colony, for example—exhibit
nonlinear traits in that their collective work is deterministic in response to their
surrounding environmental conditions. No one ant takes on a leadership role, outlining
a five-year plan for the growth of the colony. Instead the collective responds to various
stimuli, yet the behavior of individual ants, and even the colony as a whole, may
remain unpredictable.
Can self-organization be applied here as a result of the exchange between
actors and audience? Sahlins makes the following observation on the relationship
between spectators and an improvisational scene:
The audience will not only make everything you do as an actor in the
scene, they will remember it at some subconscious level. The audience
will remember where you set down an imaginary glass. They will
remember how full it is. They have a kinesthetic sense that registers
these details. If you pick up that glass six inches from where you set it
down several minutes ago, they know it. They may not be aware of
what’s disturbing them, but they do feel it, and it’s a little wrench in
their universe. You have lost some authority. (142)
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The behavior of the actors is sensitive to the audience. While an actor does not have to
pick up the glass in the exact same location as where it was placed earlier, failure to do
so can discomfit the spectators. If this happens, the audience may project their feelings
towards the actors causing adjustments to be made to the performance, akin to the idea
of the audience as part of the given circumstances described earlier.
The relationship between actors and audience is similar to another area of
study by psychologists working with nonlinear dynamics, namely social cognition.
Guastello notes an experiment by Latané and Nowak which examined the diffusion of
an attitude change in a hypothetical population (“Psychology” 10). The results of the
experiment reflected the effect of physical proximity (Fig. 2). Essentially, the attitude
change is consistent with the Butterfly Effect. The flapping of the butterfly’s wings
does not directly lead to a hurricane, but rather effects some other variable, which in
turn effects another, and another, all in a deterministic fashion which ultimately leads
to the hurricane. The attitude of one group of people may not directly affect the
attitudes of people in another country, but may follow a similar progression as in the
butterfly-hurricane example.
If attitude changes can be diffused amongst individuals and/or groups based on
physical proximity, then it certainly should apply to actors and audience, considering
the close physical proximity of the two groups. Whereas the actor in a traditional play
knows with relatively certainty what will happen every moment he or she is on stage
until the end of the play (barring the unforeseeable, i.e. dropped lines, technical
malfunctions, etc.), the actor in an improvisation has little to no knowledge of what
will happen from moment to moment. Without the structure of scripts and rehearsals,
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actors in improvisations are even more sensitive to the responses and attitudes of the
audience. There is a continual interplay between actors and audience that contributes
to the progression of an improvisation, similar to the statement, “behavior must be
treated as an element in a field of forces that interact with one another, standing in a
relationship of partial reciprocity and mutual interdependence” (Wohlwill 148). This
relationship between spectator and performer is thus deterministic, and contributes to
the underlying self-organization of the improvisation.
This relationship of actor to audience seems to be prevalent in all forms of
improvisation-as-performance. When improvisation is used in rehearsals or in the
acting studio, the director or teacher would occupy the role of the audience. Often, the
director or teacher engages in “side coaching,” a technique developed by Viola Spolin
in which new variables are introduced to the improvisation for the actors to relate to
(28—9). In this instance, the director may become more directly involved than an
audience, however the underlying principle stays the same.
Some forms of improvisation-as-performance, such as some instances of
Devised Theatre, invite the audience to become directly involved as well, usually by
asking for volunteers to perform in a scene or by taking audience suggestions as to
how a scene should develop. I choose not to discuss the nonlinear effects of audience
suggestions, because while such suggestions can have an effect, it is also just as likely
that the actors may choose to deliberately ignore certain suggestions. Johnstone
remarks that “Suggestions are overused, and are responsible for scenes that are dead at
the starting gate…Never accept a suggestion that fails to inspire you” (Storytellers 29).
While some improv groups believe that suggestions from the audience are needed to
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assure the spectators the performance is unscripted, it is possible “the truth is that
people come for a good time and nobody cares how the scenes are created except other
improvisers” (Johnstone Storytellers 25). Audience suggestions are not an absolute
necessity for improvisations, and even when asked for they can certainly be rejected
by the actors.
Audience volunteers on the other hand, represent a different set of potential
influences. With an audience member stepping onstage with the actors, the
interpersonal relationships become altered. Johnstone defines dramatic action as the
product of interaction, with interaction being “a shift in the balance between two
people” (Storytellers 77). The mere addition of an audience member to a scene causes
the balance of the actors to shift. Johnstone also notes that even though the volunteer
may be relatively unsuccessful as an actor, he or she will still most likely become the
center of attention (Storytellers 20). This may come from the audience’s morbid
curiosity to see a non-actor flail about. A more positive outlook would regard a kind of
solidarity at work, in which the spectators want to see one of their own ranks succeed.
Or it may simply be that the audience enjoys seeing a new face on stage. Most likely it
is a combination of all three.
By introducing a new individual in the form of an audience volunteer, a new
dynamic personality comes into play that can lead to unpredictable and chaotic
behavior among the actors. Guastello states that diversity among a population
(diversity referring to differences in gender, ethnicity, personality, life experience, and
skill) can lead to a build-up entropy among the group, which in turn leads to
unpredictable and chaotic behavior (Managing 93—4). Again, what is displayed is a
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sensitivity to initial conditions. The diversity in the group effects the behavior of the
various individuals in the group in unpredictable ways. The introduction of an
audience volunteer diversifies the preexisting organization of the actors, allowing for
new possibilities in behavior and how the scene unfolds. The volunteer may either
contribute to or detract from the performance; in any case, an actively participating
volunteer will have some unpredictable effect. Volunteers are variables because they
do not have preexisting relationships with the actors. Actors in a company grow to be
accustomed to one another; they develop a sense of intuition about how each other is
likely to respond in a given situation. This collective behavior is akin to the idea of
spontaneous communitas, not unlike “when a sports team is playing so well that each
player feels inside the others’ heads” (Schechner 62). Even if the volunteer has a
personal relationship with one or more of the actors, there is not an existing
relationship of performer to performer, making this communitas more difficult to
achieve.
However, audience volunteers can be ignored, just like audience suggestions.
Johnstone states that he has “seen volunteers 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” (Storytellers 20). As with anything in
improvisation, the actor is not under any obligation to actually use the volunteer in an
active way. Sometimes volunteers are called for because like with suggestions, it
seems to be expected to reinforce the unscripted idea of the performance. In other
cases, actors running low on creativity may see a volunteer as an opportunity to
reinvigorate an otherwise uninspired evening of scenes, and then not use the volunteer
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in an active fashion. There are any number of reasons why volunteers may be inserted
into an improvisation, and then not included in the scene by the actors.
In the case of a volunteer that is called on stage and then ignored by the actors,
the influence of this volunteer becomes less direct on the performance and instead is
more subtle, more like the standard relationship between spectators and performers
discussed earlier. The ignored volunteer may exert a subconscious influence on the
actors. Perhaps even more likely is that the audience, seeing one of their own being
ignored, will project their collective feelings on the actors. Sensing this, the actors
may respond by incorporating the volunteer more actively, or they may find their
performance suffering because of the projections of the spectators. Either way, there is
still an influence being exerted by the audience upon the actors, the results of which
are unpredictable.
A final point to consider in the audience-to-actor relationship is the need for a
shared language between the two, whether that language is oral or visual. This could
be said to be true of all forms of performance, not just improv. The ideas and themes
being presented or represented by the actors need to be done in such a way as to be
understandable to the audience.
There is a need for contextualizing the performance in order for the audience to
understand what is being performed. Sometimes the context can be misinterpreted,
however. An example of this is Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez-Peña’s
performance piece, “The Couple in the Cage.” In the piece, Fusco and Gómez-Peña
portrayed a pair of Amerindians from an undiscovered tribe. The two inhabited a large
cage that was displayed at museums across Europe and North America with the intent
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of creating “a satirical commentary on Western concepts of the exotic, primitive
Other” (Fusco 143). However, the performance was not always recognized as satire.
Fusco writes:
We did not anticipate that our self-conscious commentary on this practice
could be believable. We underestimated public faith in museums as
bastions of truth and institutional investment in that role. Furthermore, we
did not anticipate that literalism would dominate the interpretation of our
work. Consistently from city to city, more than half our visitors believed
our fiction and thought we were “real” (154—5)
Within the context of the museum, many audience members assumed what they
were seeing was real, and not a performance. The language of the satire seems to
have been lost within the language of the museum. The larger environment
dictated the audience response to the performers.

The larger environment
A final element to be considered in the study of deterministic nonlinear
influences on improvisation is that of the environment beyond the audience, not just
the performing space, but the theatre itself and the world around it. Paul Kassel states:
“There are always three worlds present in a theatrical experience—the world at large
(your life), the world of the theater (the kind of show, the kind of theater), and the
world of the play” (129). Each of these worlds informs the world contained within it
(Fig. 3). Thus, an improvisational performance does not exist in a vacuum; it is a
product of the surrounding environment of the theatre, and even of the environment of
the world at large—the individual lives of the actors.
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Although this discussion has been focused primarily on modern forms of
improvisation, the idea of environmental influences can be seen further back in the
history of theatre. Clifford Davidson, writing on the improvisational aspects of
medieval drama, argues a similar point to my own with regards to the Robin Hood
plays of 15th century England. Davidson notes:
The players could have of course also engaged in further improvisation
although it is not indicated in the playscripts. Then, changes in the
location of the playing place or the positioning of the audience would
likewise affect the action and possibly also the
speeches…circumstances might carry the drama in somewhat different
directions though not to different conclusions at its ending. (196)
Davidson’s observations regarding the location of the playing place and position of the
audience correspond with my own observations regarding sensitivity to initial
conditions. It may be incorrect to label the Robin Hood plays (and by extension any
scripted plays that allow for improvised moments) as a nonlinear system, because the
ending is certainly predictable due to the presence of the script; however, there still
seems to be the potential for periods of unpredictability. The beginning and ending of
the play may be fixed, but what occurs in the middle could possibly change slightly
from performance to performance, based in part on the effect of the surrounding
environment.
Returning to modern improvisation-as-performance, what theoretically could
happen when there is not a pre-established beginning and ending for a scene? Consider
the following hypothetical example: two groups of actors are asked to improvise the
same scene, they are given the same suggestions from the audience, and the actors are
of the same age, ethnicity, and gender. If all these variables are held constant between
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the groups, the assumption could be made that both groups would produce similar
scenes. However, sensitive dependence on initial conditions states that there are many
more variables at work than those directly related to the performance, and yet they can
still have a significant impact on the outcome of the scene. Regardless of how many
controls are put in place, the predictability of the scene is always questionable. Even if
the scene is performed by not two groups of actors but rather by the same actors both
times, there will be differences between both performances.
What then are these unaccounted variables, these initial conditions that can
have such a drastic impact on the scene? If we recall the metaphor of the flapping of
the butterfly’s wings, then theoretically speaking, anything in the actors’ lives could
have an impact on their performances. The amount of sleep an actor got the night
before, what they had for lunch that day, the traffic on the way to the theatre, even the
number of cigarettes they smoked before the performance could all have minor
physiological and emotional effects on the performer, which in turn could have an
effect on the performance. Although the term “initial conditions” is used, it can be
somewhat misleading. Regarding his nonlinear meteorological studies, Lorenz admits
There remains the question as to whether our results really apply to the
atmosphere. One does not usually regard the atmosphere as either
deterministic or finite, and the lack of periodicity is not a mathematical
certainty, since the atmosphere has not been observed forever.
(“Deterministic Nonperiodic Flow, 141)
This statement has two meanings. One of Lorenz’s arguments for the
weather being nonlinear is its lack of periodicity, i.e. weather patterns do not
show any recognizable patterns of repetition. Since the weather has not been
observed since the atmosphere developed, it is impossible to say it is
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nonperiodic; the patterns may in fact repeat over vast amounts of time,
centuries or more. The other idea to take from this statement is that when we
refer to a system’s “initial conditions,” we mean the conditions when the
observation or experimentation of that system begins. Thus, Lorenz’s
observations are based on the initial conditions at the time of his observations,
and it is the inaccuracies in measurement and the inability to account for all
variables impacting a system that leads to the unpredictable behavior in that
system.
In considering improvisation, the initial conditions depend on when the
observation begins. We can set the initial conditions at the moment the actors
arrive at the theatre, the moment the performance begins, or earlier in the day.
However (and this is perhaps one of the more difficult philosophical issues
when applying chaos theory to real life), if improvisation is in fact nonlinear
and deterministic, then it is certainly possible that while we want to focus on
the initial conditions at the time the performance begins, those conditions have
in fact been informed by previous experiences of the actors. Theoretically, the
true initial conditions for improvisation begin at the birth of the actor, since
according to my proposed definition the act of improvisation involves not only
reacting to immediate stimuli but also restoring previous behaviors and
experiences.
Since tracing an actor’s life from birth to performance is probably impossible,
let us focus on the matter of traffic to the theatre for a moment, and use as an example
the same group of actors improvising the same scene on consecutive nights. The first
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night was very relaxed; traffic to the theatre was light and the actors arrived in plenty
of time to warm up and focus their collective energies. The scene is performed
successfully, garnering a great deal of laughter and applause from the audience. The
next night, one of the actors encounters heavy traffic on the way to the theatre, and
almost has an accident. He still arrives at the theatre in plenty of times, but the nearaccident has caused his blood pressure to rise and put him in a mood of anger. The
scene begins, with the same set-up as the previous evening and using the same
variables; however, because of the effects of the drive to the theatre, our actor in
question takes a very aggressive tone in his performance. This tone then effects the
reactions of the other actors in the scene, who become aggressive in turn. What was
previously a light-hearted comedic performance has become a shouting match. The
host sounds the buzzer to end the scene, but the effects of this performance will most
likely linger throughout the evening.
In terms of social psychology, thoughts on internal causation can be applied,
namely that the variables within a social group (a company of actors, for example)
“can act as a cause at one moment of time and as an effect at a succeeding moment”
(Goldstein 125). This is due in part because the variables within the group (group
dynamics, social judgment, etc.) are operating in feedback loops. When the group is
placed in the context of the surrounding environment, “the effect of external variables
on the system depends on the ongoing feedback among the variables inside the
system…a large change in an external variable may have little effect on this system,
whereas a little change may have a disproportionate impact” (Goldstein 125).
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Small changes can produce large effects, just as large changes can produce
small effects. What is key to understand is that influence from the environment—the
physical space of the theatre, the surrounding community, experiences in the actor’s
life—becomes inserted into the feedback of the variables within the improvisation,
thus leading to potentially unpredictable effects on the performance.
It is no great secret that improvisation is unpredictable. Chris Earle of Second
City notes: “The premise you begin with is seldom the one you end up with. Most of
the good scenes I’ve helped create began with a very different premise” (Libera 155).
Johnstone goes so far as to remark that in improvisation, disaster is unavoidable,
particularly for beginner (though it can be assumed that even for an experienced actor
there is still a great deal of unpredictability in how a scene will turn out) (Storytellers
12). Based on the preceding research, it seems logical that the reason for this
unpredictability is the vast number of variables—both internal and external—at work
in improvisation. While some variables may be rejected (audience suggestions, for
example) the fact that the actor must still acknowledge the variable in order to reject it
suggests that it can exert some influence on the performance.
Michael Kirby states that “in improvisational theatre…one performer reacts to
and adjusts his own work to that of another” (Cole and Chinoy, 651). This can be
expanded to not only include reactions to the other performers, but also to the
audience and the environment at large. The reactionary nature of improvisation
implies its determinism and its sensitivity to initial conditions; behaviors are based on
preceding stimuli, which is what drives the performance forward. However, it is never
entirely clear how the performance will unfold. Through interplay, feedback, and
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determinism, an improvisation begins at one place and ends someplace that is
unforeseeable.
It may be unrealistic to believe that something as ethereal as the projected
energy of the audience or the events prior to a performance could have such a
profound impact on how an improvisation will progress, just as believing that the
flapping of a butterfly’s wings will cause a tornado. While the metaphor of the
butterfly is useful for giving a foundational explanation for the concept, it is somewhat
misleading. It must be remembered that the idea at work here is sensitive dependence
on initial conditions—plural, not singular. Mathematician Ian Stewart makes the point
clear:
…it is an exaggeration to claim the butterfly as the cause of the big
changes that its flapping wing sets in train. The true cause is the
butterfly in conjunction with everything else. There are billions of
butterflies in the world, and the lazy agitation of their wings is just one
source of tiny vortices in our atmosphere. The weather is determined by
the combined effect of all such influences. (132)
In improvisation, we therefore cannot point towards one single influence as
determining the outcome of the performance. The initial conditions on all levels—the
performers, the audience, the performance space, the world at large—all contribute to
the development of an improvisation. And the improvisation is sensitively dependent
on those initial conditions, like any nonlinear dynamical system would be. Thus, we
cannot predict how an improvisation will play out, because we cannot account for all
the variables in those initial conditions. Neither can we expect to truly recreate an
improvisation that has gone before, because very small changes to those initial
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conditions could cause the performance to go into an entirely new direction—just as
Lorenz saw with his weather models.
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Figure 1. Lorenz’s original computer printout showing the divergence of two weather
patterns (Gleick 17).

52

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013

Figure 2. Latané and Nowak’s spatial distribution of attitudes before (A) and after (B)
social influence. The white and black faces represent one of two attitudinal positions
(Guastello “Psychology” 21).
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Figure 3. The different worlds of influence on a theatrical production (Kassel 129).
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CHAPTER III
IMPROVISATION IN GREEK AND ROMAN DRAMA

Improvised performances, most notably the dithyrambs, preceded scripted
theatrical drama in Ancient Greece. Aristotle noted that not only did improvisation
precede scripted drama, but also it was responsible for the birth of drama, as tragedy
ultimately grew out of the improvised dithyrambs (13). Similarly, improvised
performances seem to have come before scripted performances in the development of
the Roman theatre as well. What then are the similarities and differences between the
nature of improvisation and the role these performances played in the development of
the theatre in Greece and Rome? Was Aristotle correct in his belief that tragedy
evolved directly from improvisation, or were there other forces at work? And if
improvisation did in fact give birth to scripted drama in Greece, was the same true in
Rome?

Ritual and Writing
The origins of the theatre in various cultures are often attributed, at least in
some part, to ritual practices. Many rituals do incorporate certain performative
elements. Often there is an individual or group responsible for conducting the ritual,
i.e. the reciting of a text, saying prayers, performing certain actions or gestures, while
an audience observes. In some cases the performer(s) of the ritual may represent
characters or individuals other than themselves. In comparing ritual performance and
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theatrical performance in early civilizations, there is evidence to support the idea that
ritual contributed to the development of theatre in some respect.
While not much is known about the existence of theatre in Ancient Egypt, as
noted before, there is some evidence to suggest that Egyptian ritual practices may have
incorporated some aspects of theatricality and improvisation. While not a true
theatrical tradition as we would consider it, the Egyptian ritual dramas may have
attempted to incorporate such basic ideas as representation of characters and
enactment of story for the viewing of an audience.
In Ancient Greece there certainly can be seen a connection between ritual and
theatre, as the dithyrambs were performed in honor of the god Dionysus, and theatrical
performances were held as part of the Dionysian festival. Furthermore, the gods were
not strangers to making appearances in Greek plays; often, it was only the god who
could ultimately sort everything out after the mortals had made a complete mess of a
situation. This was particularly seen in the plays of Euripides, who employed the
stagecraft of technique of the deus ex machina, brining in gods to resolve his plots
(Brockett 27).
Perhaps the most striking difference between ritual and theatre is that ritual is
primarily concerned with the divine in some sense. Whether it is to honor or ask favor
of a deity, ensure social, personal, and/or environmental balance and well being, or
address the needs of an afterlife, there is often an other-worldliness associated with
ritual. While divine characters sometimes make appearances in the theatre, and myths
can serve as the basis for plays, ritual and theatre are not interchangeable. While it can
be viewed that ritual and theatre are just different ways of organizing and using
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elements of human activity, a distinction must be drawn based upon their functions
(Brockett 3 – 4). Thus, the function of ritual may be to serve some religious or cosmic
purpose whereas the function of the theatre may be to entertain or teach the audience.
Furthermore, one must consider the nature of the relationship between the
performance and the audience. In ritual, the audiences are not merely spectators; they
are participants to a certain degree. They may recite prayers, perform certain actions,
or present offerings as a way to participate in the ritual. Ultimately, the audience
attends and engages with the ritual because of the connection with the divine. Through
participation, the individual may hope to receive a blessing, or they may feel
motivated because of a moral or philosophical code of society that compels
attendance. In the theatre, the audience more closely occupies the role of spectator.
While the audience can certainly have a direct affect on the performance through their
responses, they are not participating in the same way as in a ritual. It can also be
assumed that the majority of the audience at the theatre is there primarily for
entertainment. Thus, while ritual and theatre certainly share some common elements,
they also possess marked differences.
The relationship to and role of the audience is a key factor in understanding the
Greek theatre. Peter Arnott states that
Although drama, for the Greeks, was part of a religious festival, we
should not make the mistake of equating this with our own churchgoing, of the Greek audience with a modern religious
congregation…For us, religious worship tends to be passive. For the
Greeks it was participatory, and took many forms. The gods were
honored by human achievement: by athletic meets and boxing matches,
by singing songs and acting plays. (5)
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Arnott goes on to note that the chorus in Greek theatre “was drawn from the public at
large…unpaid volunteers, who undertook this service as part of their civic duty” (23).
Thus the theatre, while perhaps not specifically a ritual itself, certainly maintained
certain religious aspects. Not only was there a religious significance in honoring the
god through the presentation of the plays, but attendance and participation were
expected in much the same way that attendance and participation are expected for both
religious and secular rituals in many societies.
In contrast to the ritual origin theory, Jennifer Wise has presented a theory that
holds the development of theatre in Ancient Greece at least, was directly linked to the
development of writing. She states
…theatre emerged as the first text-based art in the Western poetic
tradition, as an art form whose central generic features depended on the
alphabetical literacy of its first practitioners. Theatre may originally
have been a Dionysian art form, for there is no denying the identity of
drama’s patron deity; but this particular god presided over theatre only
because, by the time of theatre’s appearance in Greece, Dionysus could
read and write. (3)
Her argument here is simple: theatre requires a written script, which in turn requires
both a writer and performers who can read in order to enact it. Without the existence
of writing and literacy, there can be no theatre. Perhaps ritual and religion do have an
influence on the development of theatre, but without writing, there is no theatre as a
distinct art form.
If theatre is a text-based art that is dependent on a written script, where does
that leave improvisation? Peter Brook makes no argument for or against a script as
necessary for theatre, only the co-presence of actor and audience. For Brook, it would
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seem that improvisation is an acceptable form of theatre. Wise might disagree, since
for her the presence of a text seems central to the theatre.
While writing may not be a necessary component for improvisation, we can
argue that there is in fact a text at work in the form of restored behavior, as noted
earlier. How then is improvisation distinct from the performance of ritual? Certainly
rituals involve a restoration of behaviors as well, and like improv, can exist without a
written script. And if we consider that at least in the case of the dithyrambs,
improvisation was used for a religious purpose rather than for entertainment, then
similarities with ritual cannot be easily ignored.
However, improvisation is not the same as ritual, nor can it be so by definition.
Ritual requires a certain degree of regularity, of expectation, of codification. Even
without the presence of a written script, rituals exhibit regularity from performance to
performance. There is a certain way in which the ritual must be performed in order to
connect with the divine. Even in rituals that are secular in nature, the sequence of
words and actions is fairly established by practice and tradition. Improvisation, while
not wholly spontaneous, does not require an established sequence of actions. My own
definition of improvisation stated earlier uses the idea of the rearrangement of
behavior, which would distinguish improvisation from ritual.
In order to fully understand the position that improvisation occupies in the
development of theatre in Ancient Greece, we must examine the forms of performance
that came before. The earliest evidence of drama in Greece comes from the sixth
century BC (Wise 3), yet we know that epic poetry was performed by individuals such
as Homer centuries before that: the Illiad and the Odyssey are thought to have been
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composed no later than the end of the eighth century (Wise 19). Being that alphabetic
writing first came into existence in Greece sometime during the eighth century as well,
it is generally assumed that the epic poems were at first composed and transmitted
orally, as literacy would not have had time to spread deep enough through the society
to have been useful in composing and transmitting the poems in writing. Without a
written copy to work from, and rather than attempting to memorize poems thousands
of lines long, the performers would instead learn stock phrases and the metrical form
of the poem. The poets “in effect stitched their poems together during performance,
plugging their internalized stock of phrases and formulas into appropriate metrical
slots” (Wise 28). The poems then were not necessarily set pieces of literature as we
think of them today, but “were in effect created anew each time they performed,
improvised with the aid of a vocabulary of ready-made blocks of utterance” (Wise 28).
Improvisation therefore would have been a key component of one of the
earliest forms of pre-dramatic performance, epic poetry. Its role in the performance of
the epics seems to have stemmed at least in part from a lack of literacy on the part of
the poets. Without a script to memorize, the idea of attempting to memorize the entire
epic simply by hearing it would be daunting, if not impossible. A more practical
approach would be to learn the story of the poem with a stockpile of useful and
effective phrases that could be drawn upon in performance. In this respect, the
performance of the epics is similar to other forms of improvised performance, such as
commedia dell’arte, which will be discussed later. An important difference however,
and the reason why the performance—improvised as it may have been—of epic poetry
must be considered pre-dramatic is the fact that the performer is not attempting to
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represent a character or characters. Homer told the story of Odysseus but did not
portray him. Nevertheless, the ability to improvise was necessary in order to create a
performance piece in the absence of a written text. As literacy spread throughout
Greece, and the culture shifted from an oral one to a literary one, the epic poems took
on a written form.
The early dithyrambs from the same period as Homer fit into this same general
mold as well. Before the development of writing, dithyrambs could have only been
transmitted orally. However, whereas epic poetry was meant to be performed for an
audience, the early dithyrambs would most likely have been sung by all those present.
Andrew Dalby notes, “they (the dithyramb) had originally been rhythmical and had
been constructed in regular, repeated verses, and that is why it had been possible and
normal for ordinary people to sing along in chorus” (6). Being that the dithyrambs
were songs to honor Dionysus, who among other things was the god of wine, it is not
too far off to compare them with traditional drinking songs we think of today. Even as
drinking songs, the dithyrambs did have a certain religious significance, as drinking
and singing was a way to honor the god of wine. Thus, with their regularity and
religious connotations, the early dithyrambs were almost certain to have a ritualistic
element.
With the development of literacy in Ancient Greece, the dithyrambs, like the
epic poems, went from an oral composition to a written product. In doing so, they
became much more complex. The evolutionary step here is relatively apparent. In a
purely oral system, the composer needs to rely on his or her own memory for creating
the work, be it a poem, a song, etc. There are limitations to this method. When the
61

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
composer writes, he or she has a physical copy of the work, and can more easily edit
and rewrite as necessary. Wise makes a similar observation in the progress from oral
epics towards written drama: “Because it both freed language from the demands of
memory and arrest its course in visible space, writing also stretched its users’ control
over it. A writer can manipulate longer units than a speaker can, and indulge in more
complex, multidimensional functions” (51). As the dithyramb became more complex
through writing, it was “no longer a song sung spontaneously by returning harvesters,
it now had to be performed by trained singers” (Dalby 6).
This shift from a communal performance to a more presentational one by
trained singers may have contributed to the appearance of an individual actor separate
from the chorus. As the songs become more complex due to the advantages of writing,
it became imperative to make the audience acquainted with the
situation and the theme presupposed…At the beginning of the play an
actor, in the earliest stages the poet himself, appeared before the
audience and explained whatever was needed for understanding of the
song. (Lesky 49)
At this stage of development the actor serves as a narrator, rather than the embodiment
of a character. In some ways, the early actor more closely resembles the epic poet,
providing context and explanation as himself and without dialogue with other
performers. Tradition credits Thespis as being the first poet-actor to speak as a
character, rather than merely providing narration, marking the change from a
narrative, storytelling-based performance tradition to one of enactment that we find in
drama (49). As the performance becomes less participatory for an audience it becomes
less and less like ritual. The subject matter of these performances draws on myth and
legend, not just praise of the god as in earlier choruses. As has already been stated,
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dramas would eventually be presented at festivals as a way to honor the god. The
performances become a component of a religious festival, but they are not necessarily
religious rites in and of themselves.

Evolving with Improv
The ability of Greek performers to improvise was a necessary skill at a period
in history that lacked the written word. The texts composed and performed by the epic
poets and early dithyrambic choruses initially existed in a solely oral mode. In the
absence of a definitive written text, these oral texts were held subordinate to the
performer’s memory. Not only could the texts be recomposed in performance based on
the poet recalled them from memory, but there exists the possibility that the audience
may have also had a direct influence on the performance. Modern theatre actors know
this as a fact of performance: the audience exists as an unscripted variable whose
reactions can come at different times and different intensities, thereby affecting what
happens on the stage. Improvised performances are even more susceptible to the
influence of an audience. In the absence of a rehearsed performance based on a written
text, improvisation depends on the abilities of the performer in the moment. The
relationship of the audience to the improviser is a part of that moment, and the
feedback received in response to his actions will influence the choices he makes for
his next set of actions in the performance. In this sense, the audience can be seen as
co-authors of the performance.
The development of writing in Ancient Greece is certainly important to
understanding how the theatre came into existence. Writing allows for more complex
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stories and dialogues to be developed. It also allows for standardization of
performance. All the performers know exactly what is to be said, who will say it, and
when they will say it because the dialogue is recorded in the written script.
Furthermore, the performance can be replicated in the future because of the existence
of the written script. This standardization is something the audience comes to expect
from the theatre, even in a modern context. While no two productions are identical due
to various technical differences, the words of the script remain the same.
The development of writing, however, does not address the issues of
embodiment and enactment that are key components to what we typically think of as
theatre. Aristotle argues that imitation is a part of human nature, and there are different
manners of imitation. “For the medium being the same, and the objects the same, the
poet may imitate by narration…or he may present all his characters as living and
moving before us” (Aristotle 10). For Aristotle, there is natural evolution in place,
beginning with improvisations that give birth to more structured forms of poetry and
drama. This, as indicated earlier, can be attributed in large part to the development of
writing, which allowed authors greater control over works they were creating as well
as providing a vehicle to transmit scripts to other actors. Aristotle also gives a quick
history of the theatre, noting that Aeschylus introduced a second actor, diminished the
importance of the Chorus, and added emphasis to dialogue. Sophocles then adds a
third actor, which again raises the importance of dialogue. Aristotle notes the
significance of this stating, “Once dialogue had come in, Nature herself discovered the
appropriate measure. For the iambic is, of all measures, the most colloquial” (13). As
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dramatic writing became more focused on dialogue rather than narration, the need for
enactment of the story by multiple actors became necessary.
Thus, we can sketch out a general sort of evolution for the theatre in Ancient
Greece. According to Aristotle, imitation is a natural human activity, so it follows that
humans would, through some form of performance, imitate certain stories. In a society
without a written language, improvisation is necessary for these performances. As
writing comes into existence, the stories can be written down, and therefore become
more manageable and more complex. Narration is replaced by acting, and the
improvisers are able to work off a written script to present their stories. As dialogue
becomes more important, more actors are needed to play out the roles. What began as
communal improvisatory performances has now become a more structured
presentation for the community. Before, all members of the community were invited
to participate in the improvisation; now, there is a divide between performers and
audience, between those who present the story and those who receive it.
If we consider this development of theatre in Ancient Greece in terms of Chaos
Theory, we see a move from a much more nonlinear system to a linear one. The early
dithyrambs, with their improvised communal singing, would have been highly
nonlinear. Epic poetry represents a shift to a more linear system of performance, as the
framework of the story was predetermined. As writing became more prevalent in
Greece, and complete scripts could be produced, the theatre became a more totally
linear system of performance. The presence of the script also mitigates to a certain
extent the influence of environmental factors on the performance. The Greeks
performed outdoors, which of course invites the elements to affect the play. However,
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as seen in written drama throughout history, even with environmental effects the
actors can hold fast to the prepared material in order to maintained the predetermined
performance.

Roman Improv
In certain ways, the use of improvisation in performance in Ancient Rome is
similar to the situation in Ancient Greece. Roman society, like the Greeks, was an oral
culture with no written language. Storytelling would have certainly been an important
mode of communication and preserving history. What is perhaps most interesting is
the Romans gravitation towards comedy and farce. And whereas improvisation seems
to have diminished in Greece as writing became dominant, the Romans continued to
use improvisation in performance well after the development of their written language.
The earliest known instance of improvisation in Roman performance is that of
the Oscan farces, also known as the Atellanae. These originated in the fourth to third
centuries BC, when Rome was still in its pre-literary period. The form was originally
developed by the Oscan people in southern Italy and taken up by the Romans, and
may have been influenced to some extent by Greek plays, as the area near Atella had
been Greek for centuries (Duckworth 13). The Atellanae began as unscripted rural
entertainments, using stock characters and situations, with the performers wearing
exaggerated masks (Beacham 5). Although the Atellanae were unscripted, “a
prearranged comic situation may have been worked out with considerable
improvisation; each actor knew his role and made many jokes on the spur of the
moment” (Duckworth 12). From about the middle of the third century BC, literary
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dramas began to be performed. It is worth noting, however, the Romans did not begin
scripting their own dramas as they developed a system of writing. Instead, they
initially took to translating Greek tragedies into Latin.
Rome’s shift from an oral culture to a literary one was precipitated in large part
by the direct contact between the Greeks and the Romans in the third century, as
Rome expanded its territory to conquer the Greek colonies in southern Italy and Sicily.
The conquered Greeks living in those cities exposed the Romans to more advanced
technology as well as literary texts. Additionally, the Roman expansion provided new
social and political stability, allowing Rome access to greater food supplies. As Bruno
Gentili notes, “The convergence of these two phenomena, i.e. of greater economic
expansion and social mobility on the one hand, and, on the other, the substantial
presence within the city of the Greek ethnic element, gave the impulse for the
development of a written literature in Latin” (95). One of the first orders of business
for the Romans, once they had writing, was to translate Greek texts into Latin. Gentili
goes on to state, “At Rome the sudden shift to a written culture could only take place
through the translation of the greatest possible number of works of Greek literature”
(97). Of course, this included Greek drama, which is introduced to Rome in 240 BC
through the translations of Livius Andronicus (Wiles 49). Although Roman
playwrights eventually took to creating their own works, there remained a desire to
imitate the Greeks, and “most plays, including all that have survived, were notionally
set in Greece. The actors wore Greek costumes and Greek-style masks” (Wiles 50).
Thus, while both Greece and Roman engaged in improvisational performance
before their respective developments of writing, in Greece improvisation seems to
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have functioned within a broader context of the evolution of the theatre. In Rome,
however, the theatre was imported. Aristotle considered written drama to be superior
to improvisation (12—13). However the Romans seem to have taken a different view.
Even after the introduction of written plays to Rome in the third century, the
Atellanae continued to be performed well into the imperial period, though in the first
century BC they went from improvisations to being scripted themselves (Beacham 5).
Regardless, we can assume that improvisational Atellanae were in continual
performance for approximately two centuries after written drama had come to Rome.
After assuming a written form the Atellanae persisted as a popular form of
performance until the second century AD (Beacham 129).
After the second century, the Atellanae seem to have been usurped by the
mimes, which were another form of improvised performance, usually based on a
flimsy scenario, but looking more like a variety show than a complete play.
Originating in the time of the Republic, but outlasting the Atellanae into the imperial
period, both men and women performed the mimes. The performance involved a very
physical mode of acting and “the subject matter was generally coarse and frequently
obscene, with the emphasis firmly on sex, parody of town and city life, and general
buffoonery” (Beacham 130). The actors did not wear masks, as they did in the
Atellanae, and “mimetic action—dancing, gesticulation, and facial expression—
played a large part” (Duckworth 14). On occasion, the mimes also provided thinly
veiled political commentary. These were not silent performances as one might
associate with modern mimes. Richard Beacham goes on to note “The Roman
audience, obsessed as Tacitus noted by its ‘characteristic and peculiar vice’—its love
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of virtuoso acting—found in the methods and material of the mimes a source of
enormous interest and diversion” (131). The mimes became so popular that a school
for mime artists was established in Rome, and even major political figures associated
with them:
Cicero was not above quoting from or using mimes as examples in his
speeches…Pompey did not disdain to present them at the inauguration
of his theatre; Mark Antony enjoyed associating with and assisted their
artistes; and Octavian, fond of attending their performances, also
employed them as entertainment at his private banquets. (Beacham
135)
The mime usually was short like a modern vaudeville or burlesque sketch
performance, though some had fairly lengthy plots. This type of farce may have had a
certain social value according to Duckworth, as it was an imitation of life that sought
to make everything ridiculous (15).
As with the Atellanae, the mimes eventually moved into a literary form late in
the Republic, with various comic writers composing scripts for performance, instead
of relying solely on the improvisational skills of the actors (Beacham 133). The last
recorded performances of the Roman mimes occurred in the sixth century AD,
“although undoubtedly much of its material informed popular modes of entertainment
for centuries” (Beacham 138).
Both the Atellanae and the mimes converted from improvisation to literary
forms at around the same time, near the end of the Republic in the first century BC.
This may be due in part to the merging of Greek and Roman cultures, which
quickened as the Republic came to a close and Augustus became the first emperor.
Augustus was “an avid admirer of Greek culture and used his authority and patronage
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extensively to encourage artistic activity modeled upon Greek example and precedent”
(Beacham 140). Classicism, based on Greece of the fifth century BC, would come to
effect all of Roman artistic expression, including the theatre. It is perhaps not
surprising, given the considerable influence of Augustus, that improvisational
performance would finally give way to scripted plays as classical ideals came more
into vogue.
Even after the Atellanae and mimes became written plays, they still retained
much of their original attributes, such a stock characters and situations, lowbrow
comedy, slapstick, and general buffoonery. This is significant as it is possible
explanation for the development of another form of improvisational performance,
commedia dell’arte, which will be examined in the next chapter.
With the Greeks and Romans, we see two similar and yet different approaches
to improvised performance. Both seem to have used improvisation initially out of
necessity, being that they had no capacity for writing. Yet even within that common
ground are differences. The Greeks improvised songs and performances that were to
honor the god Dionysus. The Romans improvised farces based on stock characters and
situations. And whereas the dithyrambs in their earliest form may have been
communal improvised performances, the Romans seem to have started earlier with the
performer/audience division, as the Atellanae were performed on a platform stage
(Beacham 61). Furthermore, in Greece improvisation eventually led to both tragedy
and comedy. Roman improv seemed focused almost exclusively on comedy, and very
lowbrow comedy at that. Being that there are similar styles of improvisation that will
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be covered in the medieval and renaissance periods, I will save addressing chaos
theory again until the next chapter, to encompass the similarities.
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CHAPTER IV
IMPROVISATION IN MEDIEVAL AND RENAISSANCE THEATRE

As the previous chapter outlined, as Rome transitioned from a republic to an
empire, those performance styles that had traditionally been improvised transitioned
themselves into a literary form. This was due in large part to Caesar Augustus’ desire
for a more classical style in all the arts, modeled on the Greeks. While both the
Atellanae and the mimes changed from improvised performances to written
playscripts, there is evidence to suggest that the mimes at least retained some
improvisational elements in performance (Beare 239). Certainly their form and
content remained the same as during the time of the Republic. They continued to be
bawdy, crass, lowbrow comical performances. It is not surprising then that as the
Christian church gained in popularity, power, and influence within the Empire, these
performances became a target. Beare provides the following description:
In indecency the mime reached incredible depths. Not only was
adultery a stock theme: the Emperor Heliogabalus ordered its realistic
performance on the stage. It was natural that the Christian Church
should set itself against the mime, and equally natural that the actors
should retaliate by mocking Christian sacraments, much to the delight
of the crowd. In the fifth century all performers of mime were
excommunicated. In the sixth century Justinian I closed the theatres.
Yet the mime lived on. (240)
Part of the mime’s staying power was its simplicity. It was very much an actor-driven
performance, meaning that it required very little in terms of set or even playing space.
Any area large enough for the actors and an audience—a public square, even a private
residence—could accommodate a mime performance. Furthermore, since the mimes
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of the Imperial period seem to be a blending of the literary and the impromptu, the
actors would have had to have a certain level of proficiency in improvisation. This
means that they would have been capable of performing on the spot with very little
preparation. When contrasted with a traditional play that would have required some
period of rehearsal and memorization of parts, the mime is a much leaner and more
agile style of performance: quick to go up and quick to come down.
Towards the end of its existence, the mime had become a sort of travelling
show. Actors went from place to place to perform the mime, living more as itinerants
than as the heralded and trained performers during the Republic (Beare 240). Given
the vastness of the Roman Empire, it is not unreasonable to believe that these
wandering performers could have visited most places in Europe. Coupled with the fact
that the mime is, at its core, a very simple performance, it could be that this tradition
of improvisation passed on as the Empire collapsed and the Middle Ages came into
being.

Medieval Performance
Assessing the role of improvisation in medieval drama is somewhat difficult
due to a lack of surviving material from the period. The matter is further complicated
by the fact that improvisation naturally doesn’t leave behind much written evidence,
anyway. However, by examining what is known about medieval performance, it is
certainly possible to surmise how improvisation may have fit in.
To begin, it is important to remember that while much of medieval drama was
tied to Christianity, not all of it had religious significance. Some performances still
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were quite pagan. In some respects, Roman comedy continued to hold sway well after
the end of the Empire. David Wiles notes,
There seems to have been an unbroken tradition of performing Roman
comedy, as we glean, for instance, from a ninth-century dialogue
(complete with stage directions) written for an aged Terrence and a
young player who thinks him out of date. This text was plainly written
as the prologue to a performance of a play by Terence, defending the
play against critics. (66)
If written comedy was able to survive into the medieval period, it is possible that
improvisational comedy, like the mimes or something similar, could have survived as
well. This is a particularly valid possibility considered that the mimes tended to be
more popular than scripted comedies during the Republic and Empire.
In addition to the survival of Roman comedy, in both scripted and possibly
improvised forms, there were also instances of improvised folk dramas in the medieval
period. A thirteenth century account describes a Scottish priest who improvised the
performance of a fertility rite in conjunction with Easter (Wiles 68). A more populist
type of folk entertainment was the playing of royalty during a summer game, which
was common up the seventeenth century. According to Clifford Davidson, “The lowborn player in such a game was required to engage in improvised speeches and
gestures, which represented his or her fantasizing about how a king or queen would
act” (195). Another popular entertainment during summer festivities were Robin Hood
plays, based on ballads about Robin Hood, and which also were largely improvised
(195).
The existence of in the medieval period of folk dramas and their largely
improvisational nature of performance brings up an interesting point. Ronald W.
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Vince notes, “the fact remains that the evidence attests to the survival of older beliefs
and rituals and ceremonies into the Middle Ages, and as Tydeman argues, ‘any
account of medieval stage conditions must acknowledge the presence of…traditional
ceremonies, stemming from primitive pagan rites, and never quite assimilated or
extinguished by Church or State’” (120). It is an interesting connection that
improvisation, which featured heavily in the folk performances of Ancient Greece,
still continued to play a role in folk drama into the medieval period. Furthermore, the
content of these improvised performances remains primitive and pagan. Just as the
Greek dithyrambs were improvised in honor of Dionysus, medieval improvisations
honored various gods of local tribes, even past a community’s conversion to
Christianity (119).
One probable explanation for the persistence of improvisation in folk
performance remains the issue of literacy, as it was for the Greeks. Whereas the
Greeks utilized improvisation in a time in which theirs was an oral culture lacking a
written language, and thus no means to produce a written play script, the medieval
peasants who produced folk dramas were illiterate because of a lack of education.
Indeed, often the landholder and the local priest were illiterate as well. Thus, medieval
society was also primarily an oral culture, lacking the means to create or read a written
performance text. Furthermore, this oral culture allowed for the continued
transmission of the older pagan rituals and myths:
Knowledge and poetry, customs and beliefs, and the fruits of
experience lived in the songs and stories told by mothers to children,
who matured rapidly and might die swiftly, but not before they had
repeated the stories and sung the songs to the next cohort of the young.
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From generation to generation, that wisdom and that ignorance
survived…(King 236)
Although Christianity spread as a religion based on a written document, i.e. the Bible,
in a culture without the ability to read, a visual language could serve to transmit the
message of the faith. Such is this case for missionaries sent to England in 597 by
Gregory the Great. “In his letter to Serenus, Gregory wrote that pictures substitute for
the sacred word, allowing the illiterate to read what they cannot read in books”
(Diebold 18). However, the idea of transmitting the Bible through visual
representation is not as straightforward as it seems. Diebold goes on to note that the
artistic styles of the Mediterranean missionaries was completely different from that of
the Anglo-Saxons they were seeking to convert, resulting in a “metaphor without
meaning” (19—20). As discussed earlier, the issue of context and a shared language
becomes key in order for the audience to fully understand what they are seeing.
In an illiterate society such as England in the seventh century, writing took on
an otherworldly quality.
In such a culture (like ours), where literacy is routine, words are used for
all sorts of communication and need to be instantly recognizable. In
England, however, writing was anything but routine; its use was restricted
to religious texts written in a foreign language. In this context the word
took on a magical aspect. What mattered was not its legibility or what it
said, but simply its existence. (Diebold 28)
In some cases, the gospels were enshrined in elaborated boxes. Many times these
boxes were sealed, making access to the book itself impossible, but “again, it is
the power of the writing rather than its legibility that was important” (Diebold
28).
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Furthermore, as Bibles were handwritten at the time and took many months or
years to produce, there was not only a lack of the ability to read the source material
but also a lack of the source material itself in some situations.
In maintaining oral traditions, at least to some extent, the peasants would have
necessarily placed themselves into a position where they would need to use
improvisation in their folk performances. Not only was a written script lacking, but as
seen earlier in the case of epic poetry, the oral transmission of information does not
lend itself to exact retellings. Certain parts of the story may be forgotten or
embellished when passed from one individual to another, meaning the act of
improvising is a continuing presence within an oral culture. With storytelling being the
norm in an oral culture, the participants may have accepted such omissions or
deletions without much question, particularly given the absence of a written authority
such as a book or script, or the means to read such an authority.
Although folk performance, either at festivals or as part of a vestigial pagan
ritual, most likely represents the highest saturation of improvisation in performance in
the medieval period, there is evidence to suggest that the scripted drama of the period
may have also had an improvisational component. Surviving texts of many morality
plays possess a lack of stage directions, which could yield improvisatory movements
and gestures on the part of the actors. As Clifford Davidson explains with regards to
the York pageant plays:
Opportunities for improvisation nevertheless where clearly available to
the actors in the York plays. The stage directions in the York Register
are scanty, and the actions demanded in the plays were more often
either specified by the dialogue or passed on from year to year by the
actors themselves if not the pageant master. There was no regimen of
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extensive rehearsals…but the retention of actors from year to year and
the number of times (potentially twelve or more) that a particular
pageant was performed along the York pageant route would be factors
suggesting stability and uniformity. On the other hand, different
stations for playing along the pageant route would have meant
necessary adaptation of the performance to different audiences and
spaces. Also, when the playtexts are closely examined it is clear that a
minimalist approach to movement and gesture could not have resulted
in the kind of spectacle that would be repeated…over more than a
century and a half and perhaps longer. (206)
While the actors in the pageant plays obviously had some degree of literacy in order to
memorize their scripts, as opposed to the peasant performers of the folk dramas, the
surviving evidence suggests stage directions simply did not receive the same attention
as the dialogue. A lack of these directions, coupled with environmental concerns of
performing in different locales would have facilitated a need for physical
improvisation on the part of the actors, in order to fully embody their roles. Factor in a
short rehearsal period, and the likelihood of improvised movement and gesture
becomes even more probable. In addition, the survival of prompt books, some with
extraordinary amounts of details suggests a need to maintain some sort of stability in
the performance in the face of a short rehearsal period. It could also suggest a
propensity on the part of the actors to improvise, and a desire on the part of the
pageant master to attempt to control his actors as much as possible by recording their
movements. However, certain prompt books and play scripts seem to actually indicate
moments where the actor was meant to improvise, both physically and vocally, as seen
in the Coventry Shearman and Taylors’ pageant, which included the direction “There
Erode regis ageyne,” indicating improvisation with both the body and voice (Davidson
209).
78

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
Improvisation in European medieval theatre was utilized in several different
ways. As a necessity, illiterate peasants used improvisation in order to produce folk
dramas, which often times involved pagan rituals. In another circumstance, the short
rehearsal periods of the pageant plays, coupled with a scarcity of stage directions
made improvisation a useful tool on the part of the actors to embody their roles.
Finally, festivals incorporated certain performance games, which had an
improvisational nature to them. Indeed, in the medieval lexicon, the Latin term ludi
was used to refer to both plays and sports or games (Wiles 66). While the use of a
common term can make it difficult to distinguish theatre from sport in the historical
record, it perhaps gives and insight into a medieval conceptualization that rendered
playmaking in the theatre on the same level as playmaking in a game. Certainly sports
have an improvisational nature, and it is possible that medieval performers saw their
works in the same framework: as a game that allowed a certain degree of freedom with
how it was played.
This point serves an opportunity to return to Chaos Theory, as sports certainly
have a nonlinear yet deterministic quality. The outcome of any sporting event cannot
be determined in advance, and the progression of the game depends on what has
occurred previously. Anecdotally speaking, most athletes would attest to the
environmental factors that affect a game: the weather, the crowd, the time of day, etc.
Given that many of these medieval theatre pieces were performed in festival settings,
there is a distinct similarity to sports. Although the plays seemed to have had at least a
structure in place, and in some cases dialogue, as noted above there was room for
improvisation. In a festival atmosphere similar to a sporting event, it would be
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reasonable to assume that environmental factors would have had a distinct affect on
the improvised performances, which at least in part keeps with our understand of
Chaos Theory.

Commedia dell’Arte
Of all the instances of improvised performance in the history of the theatre,
none is perhaps as easily recognized as commedia dell’arte. With its distinctive
playing style, masks, and the influence exerted on generations of subsequent theatre
styles, commedia was a significant movement in theatre.
Much has been written about the performance aspects of commedia, including
works aimed at training modern actors in commedia techniques. As this document is
meant to provide an overview of improvisation in the theatre, I will not focus too
heavily on the acting style of commedia. Instead, I believe it more appropriate to
explore how commedia fits into the historical record as we know it, and how it
possibly came into existence.
As noted earlier, there seems to have been a kind of continuing tradition of
improvisation throughout the Middle Ages dating back to the time of the Roman
Republic at least, if not all the way to Ancient Greece. Improvisation was highly
prevalent in more rustic forms of performance, but also found its way into the more
mainstream styles of theatre as well. It is perhaps not unreasonable to imagine that
performers in each generation, in each historical period, knew of improvisation having
witnessed it firsthand at some time, and incorporated it into their own performances.
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Certainly this theory of transmission would be highly difficult if not outright
impossible to prove, if for no other reason than the lack of written records that might
attest to the either conscious or unconscious passing on of improvisation. However,
there are some clues from the historical record that could perhaps explain the existence
of improv, even if we cannot prove direct transmission.
The lack of literacy, whether due to a lack of education or the nonexistence of
writing, has been shown already to be a prime suspect in the motivation for performers
to improvise. It is a simple fact that a literary-based theatre cannot exist without actors
who are they themselves literate. Neither can it exist without a system of writing with
which to create the playscript. In either of these situations, improvisation is the only
logical means with which to create a performance.
However, there is another alternative explanation for improvisation, which is
more a matter of choosing to improvise rather than having to improvise. The instances
of improvisation during the Roman Republic are a prime example of this. While
improvisation began in Rome during its pre-literate period, it continued well after
Romans developed writing and literacy. In some ways, improvised performances were
much more popular than scripted dramas. So popular were the Atellanae and the
mimes that Roman playwrights eventually took to writing them down, which stripped
them of their improvisational power. Whereas improv seems to have diminished in
Greece after the development of writing, in Rome in continued on, as actors willingly
chose improvisation over scripted drama. These two alternative lines, improvising by
need and improvising by choice, converge in the Italian Renaissance and lead to the
development of commedia dell’arte.
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Although the Renaissance is generally regarded as a time of great learning and
discovery in Europe (which it of course was), it is important to remember that even
though education became more readily available through the establishment of
universities there still remained a large segment of the population that was illiterate.
The working classes that were tied to the land, and simply could not have accessed a
formal education, would still struggle to gain literacy (Kagan 301). Thus
improvisational performances may have continued amongst the working classes
through need, not being able to read a written script.
However, choice played a very important role in the development of
commedia, along with history. The Renaissance brought about an interest in the
classical world of Greece and Rome. Renaissance artists found inspiration in the arts
of the past. As this ancient material was discovered and reproduced, “the Atellanae
then began to come into vogue, and found equal favor with the patrician theatre…and
the popular theatre made up of songs, dances, clowning, and improvisation”
(Duchartre 28). The role of the Atellanae in the development of commedia cannot be
understated, as so many of the stock characters of commedia have direct corollaries to
stock characters in the Atellanae, along with other attributes. Duchartre provides the
following side-by-side comparison of the characters from the two genres:
Pulcinella was always dressed in white like Maccus, the mimus albus,
or white mime…The Captain was almost a perfect duplicate of
Plautus’s Miles Gloriosus…The name Zanni was given to the two
masks from Bergamo, Harlequin and Brighella, because they were,
according to Quadrio, descendants of the sannio of the Atellanae…The
head-bands or false scalps, which hid the hair of the actors, gave the
effect of the shaved heads in vogue among the mimes in ancient times.
The phallus was worn by Cerimonia, Smaralo, Scaramuccia, Spezza
Monti, and Pantalone. The valets in the Italian comedy wore short
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garments only, like the slaves of the Atellanae, while long robes and
capes were reserved for the nobles and old men…The slap-stick, or bat,
belonging to Punch, Harlequin, and Scapin was the favorite weapon of
the ancient comic characters as well. (29)
Beacham also notes the striking similarities between commedia and the Atellanae:
When, a millennium later, commedia dell’arte emerged, its characters,
plots, and theatrical form bore such a striking resemblance to much that
we discerned in the mime, and before it the Atellanae, that it is
tempting (and not altogether whimsical) to believe if not a continuing
tradition, then in some process of transmission—a dramaturgical
‘laying on of hands’—recurring during the long period when the mime
left no trace of its survival. (138—9)
Two theories are presented here: one, that commedia developed as result of a
conscious effort on the part of Renaissance artists to mimic the theatre of Ancient
Rome, and two, that these characters and performance style had already been
transmitted down through the centuries by one generation of performers to the next.
There is, I believe, a certain amount of plausibility to each theory, and it is very likely
that the development of commedia is the result of some sort of combination of the two
ideas.
Beacham’s theory of transmission, which I have already touched on in a
general sense, could have some validity based on the problem of literacy throughout
the Middle Ages. As noted earlier, medieval culture was very much an oral one, with
stories being passed down from generation to generation. We have seen that even with
the spread of Christianity, older pagan rituals continued to flourish within the illiterate
society of the peasants. The myths and rituals were transmitted orally and continued to
exist, even in the face of condemnation by the Church. Given the tremendous
popularity of the Atellanae and the mimes, it is not totally radical to think that the
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stories of those characters, if not the performances themselves, could possibly have
passed down through the oral culture of Medieval Europe. It is also worth mentioning
that commedia originated in Italy, the same land that gave rise to the mimes and the
Atellanae centuries before. And considering that the Atellanae themselves were
originally folk performances of the Oscan people, it is possible that a certain tradition
of improvised performance continued on in Italy after the Roman Empire which would
have influenced the development of commedia. There is also evidence to suggest that
the very first commedia actors had more of an oral education than a literary one,
which explains the need for improvisation, and could also support the transmission
theory (Grantham 139).
Additionally, there are elements of commedia that can be found in Medieval
Italian performance. One feature of Medieval Italian performance was the diceria, “a
monologue delivered by a performer whose skill in an oral tradition allowed him
either to memorize a vast repertoire or else to improvise in prose or verse” (Newbigin
10). This mode of performance is reminiscent of the epic poets of Ancient Greece,
who memorized their material from a oral tradition while at the same time improvising
portions of their recitations.
Another performance element that connects commedia to the Roman Theatre is
the use of masks in the medieval period during Carnival, the period between the
Epiphany and the beginning of Lent (Newbigin 12). Whether or not improvisation and
masking were directly transmitted from the Romans to the Italian Renaissance and
commedia is difficult to prove. However, the presence of these elements in the Italian
Middle Ages might suggest that the actors of commedia had at least some familiarity
84

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
with improvisation and masks as a performance tradition, which might have influence
the development of the style.
Duchartre’s theory of rediscovery of the Atellane also has merit. As previously
stated, both the Atellanae and the mimes eventually were written down, moving from
an improvisational genre to a literary one. This act of writing was not merely a
recording of the improvised performances, but rather the performances were
composed through writing, rather than through improvisation as they had originally
been. As a result, the Atellanae left behind written artifacts in the form of playscripts
which detailed the stock characters and scenarios, giving Renaissance artists the
source material with which to base commedia dell’arte upon. Duchartre also notes that
the same troupes nearly always played both the improvised commedia dell’arte and
the written drama known as commedia sostenuta (28), which suggests the actors must
have been literate. This gives credence to the theory that the performers of commedia
would have in fact been able to read the Atellanae scripts to learn of its various
structural elements and make a conscious effort to try and imitate those elements. It is
further possible that in studying the Atellanae, the artists learned of its original
improvised nature, and made the choice to reproduce that as well, possibly in an effort
to remain true to the original form.
As stated earlier, commedia dell’arte shared many of the same stock characters
as the Atellanae, though with different names. Also like the Atellanae, commedia
utilized masks, a highly exaggerated physical style of acting, performances outdoors,
and improvisation based on a predetermined scenario. This last element can be seen as
distinguishing forms of improvisation such as commedia and the Atellanae from some
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modern styles of improv. Whereas a modern improv troupe may approach a
performance with very little prepared material, the commedia actors took the stage
with an extensive repertoire of rehearsed material, even given the absence of written
dialogue. As Barry Grantham writes, commedia “didn’t dispense with ‘memorization’
but, on the contrary, had at its disposal a prodigious stock of memorized speeches,
phrases, aphorisms, rhymed exit lines, puns and visual and verbal gags, all of which
were appropriate to the individual Masks, and could be introduced into the action to
enliven, develop, and sometimes save a scene” (15). This reincorporation and
reorganization of previously prepared material on the fly is similar to the techniques
employed by the poets of Ancient Greece in reciting epics that did not have a written
text that could be memorized, and further serves to prove that improvisation is not
simply the act of making things up.
The memorized stock of material that the commedia actors utilized in
performance was known as lazzi. These bits of physical and verbal business were
prepared before the actual performance, and were at the actor’s disposal to use
onstage. However, the lazzi were not used at random in the performance. Commedia
performances utilized a predetermined scenario, which gave the actors a skeletal plot
structure in which to operate. The scenario also indicated the use of particular lazzi in
the performance. Thus, while the majority of the dialogue in commedia was
improvised, the production as a whole was not entirely spontaneous. A framework was
in place with the scenario that gave the actors direction on how to perform (Richards
111).
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An interesting aspect of the stock characters, or Masks, is that each had his or
her own personal history. The way in which the characters dressed, their movements,
and the design of the masks were largely standardized across the various performance
troupes, so that an audience would immediately recognize a character once he or she
took to the stage, and would know what role the character would play in the story.
Furthermore, these characters served in certain instances as a kind of satirical
commentary on contemporary society. We can examine several of these Masks to see
just how this was accomplished.
Pantalone is the earliest mentioned of all the Masks, ranks highest in prestige
and would have been expected to lead the improvisation when on stage (Grantham
155). Pantalone is a wealthy Venetian merchant, and “his long red legs, his loose black
cape...his Turkish slippers, and his red woolen bonnet, was in truth as much a part and
symbol of the prosperity of Venice as the Rialto or St. Mark’s” (Duchartre 179).
Although wealthy, Pantalone is the subject of constant ridicule, as the audience “not
only made sport of all the peculiarities he already had, but attributed to him as many
more as they could think of” (Duchartre 180). Even his name is meant as a joke, being
derived from “Pantaleoni,” a name given to merchants who planted the lionemblazoned flag of Venice around the Adriatic (Grantham 155). In Pantalone’s case,
he saw himself as being so successful that he planted the lion all over the world. As a
character, he is conservative, authoritarian, sly, and conservative, yet “it seems a
decree of fate that Pantaloon must always be the dupe of some one: either a rival, his
own son, a servant wench, or a lackey” (Duchartre 184).
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Next to Pantalone is The Doctor (Il Dottore), the second old man in commedia
who serves as “a counterpart to Pantalone, whether as his confidant or as his rival,
being similar in age and social standing” (Grantham 163). Just as Pantalone is
recognizable from his dress as a Venetian merchant, The Doctor’s costume of a black
academic gown with black vest and breeches and either a skullcap, beret, or wide
brimmed hat immediately places him as a scholar. Although The Doctor hails from
Bologna, site of the prestigious university,
the mainspring of his humour was the continuous outpouring of highflown nonsense, mispronunciations, misquotations, atrocious puns and
chop logic with which he attempted to hide his total ignorance of the
subject under consideration. He is a caricature of the pedagogue, the
pedantic windbag. We laugh at him to revenge the miseries of our
school days, and it is likely that at least part of his origins are to be
attributed to the student’s portrayal of their masters at Bologna
University. (Grantham 164)
A third character that we can examine in the same vein as The Doctor and
Pantalone is The Captain (Il Capitano), who serves as “a parody of the hated soldier of
occupation who strutted the Italian cities” (Grantham 171). The Captain does not serve
a particular army or country. He is instead, a mercenary, owing his allegiance to
whoever is paying for his services. He seems to have been based on the mercenaries,
or condottieri, that waged bloody battles in Italy during the Renaissance, and who
constantly switched their loyalties based on which side paid the best. Duchartre notes:
In this condition of affairs is was only natural that the civil populace of
the time should have created an extravagant caricature of the
condottiere, whom they had quickly learned to hate. For he was always
their enemy, whether he was fighting for or against them. He lived by
ravaging the country indiscriminately, pillaging to the right and left,
and roasting his prisoners to make them speak. And, since they were
unable to revenge themselves upon him, they invented the character of
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the Captain as a substitute. His braggadocio was, therefore, never too
outrageous to please them, nor were his fears too contemptible, nor the
blows he received ever too numerous or too hard. (228)
In spite of all his claims of military prowess, The Captain is more likely to turn and
run at the first sign of danger. Like The Doctor, he is more style than substance, and
like Pantalone, the appearance of his power does not match the reality of his
personality.
These three characters—Pantalone, The Doctor, and The Captain—all
represent powerful figures whose status is lowered by either their own actions, or the
actions of other characters. If we think of status as “something one does” (Johnstone
36), then we can more fully appreciate what the commedia performers were
attempting with these characters. Even though they are dressed in the trappings of
figures who would have commanded a great deal of authority and respect, their actions
show them to be much less than what they appear. Pantalone appears wealthy, but is
easily duped. The Doctor appears scholarly, but is an ignoramus. The Captain displays
bravado, but can be scared off by a mouse.
Contrast the status of the aforementioned characters with that of Arlecchino,
the most beloved of all the commedia Masks. Arlecchino is on the lowest rung of the
social ladder. He is the poorest of the poor, and the dumbest of the dumb. Early
costumes for Arlecchino consisted of a suit of irregular patches, meant to display his
poverty (Grantham 180). Although much of his comedy comes from either his
dimwittedness or his physical slapstick routines, Arlecchino occasionally has flashes
of brilliance. A common gag involves Arlecchino disguising himself as a merchant
and presenting Pantalone with a bill of goods, swindling the old man out of his money
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(Duchartre 184). By allowing Arlecchino these moments of genius, his status is raised,
which in turn lowers the status of the other character in the scene.
If we consider commedia in terms of the caricatures presented by the Masks,
and the raising and lowering of status, then we see that this form of improvisation was
not merely a comedic entertainment. Instead, it was a satirical look at Italian society
that provided a forum to poke fun at the upper classes and occasionally give the lower
classes a shining moment. Through the status exchanges of the characters on stage, the
audience is not only entertained, but they themselves could feel their own status
raised, particularly in the case of the lower class audiences in the early days of
commedia. It is interesting to note that in spite of this apparent social commentary, the
commedia troupes eventually came under royal patronage in the late sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries (Grantham 140). Perhaps this was due to the fact that none
of the Masks are actually royalty, and so royal patrons did not feel threatened by their
satire. Or it may have been a result of the popularity of commedia with the masses that
led to a system of patronage, to keep the populace entertained, similar to the interest
that Roman politicians showed for the Atellanae.
Commedia dell’ Arte grew so popular that it eventually spread to France in the
mid to late seventeenth century (Scott 9), and certain commedia stock characters, such
as Harlequin (Arlecchino), were used in English pantomimes by the eighteenth
century (Grantham 146). Just as the commedia dell’arte inherited the performance
style of the Atellanae of Ancient Rome, it also inherited the same fate, as playwrights
such as Carlo Goldoni took to scripting commedia, rather than leaving it in an
improvised form (Holland 279). Goldoni saw the improvised plays of the actors as
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being of lower quality than what an author could achieve with a written script. Though
his plays were inspired by commedia, in some instances he suppressed the masks,
changing the names of the well-known stock characters to make them his own
creation. (Vescovo 164). As Goldoni’s career progressed, the status and dignity of
writing overpowered that of improvisation, making for a more literary theatre as
opposed to an improvisatory one.

Elizabethan Improvisations
While improvisation in the Elizabethan theatre may not have taken center stage
as it did in Italy with commedia dell’arte, it was nevertheless a notable aspect of
performance at the time. Commedia may have even been a contributing influence to
the use of improvisation in Elizabethan performance, as visits by Italian troupes to
England would have made Elizabethan playwrights and performers aware of the
techniques of improvising (Grantham 146). While Elizabethan drama was first and
foremost a literary form, improvised performance pieces were often used as part of the
makeup of the whole theatrical experience. Two of the most significant instances of
this which we will examine here are the stage jig, and on stage clowning by the actor.
The stage jig was a performance piece than incorporated song and dance and
was related to popular ballads of the time. Like the ballads, the jigs sometimes offered
commentary on political, religious, or personal matters. While short songs or dances
would sometimes be offered as interludes during the course of the play, the full jig
typically came after the play’s conclusion, serving as an entertainment separate from
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the play but still a part of the total theatrical experience for the audience (Gurr, The
Shakespearean Stage, 157).
The jig seems to have evolved from popular song-and-dance routines
performed in the villages during festivals. As with performance activities at festivals
during the medieval period, it is likely that these song-and-dance routines were at least
partially improvised, due to functional concerns of literacy amongst the villagers who
would have been creating the performance. Through the addition of comedy and
satire, they eventually developed into the short musical farces that would be known as
jigs, serving as afterpieces to the plays of the Elizabethan theatre. The jigs themselves
were not wholly improvised, but they maintained a certain level of extemporaneity
although there was careful scripting being done as well, and were based on a
predetermined musical form (Thomson 12).
The second major instance of improvisation in performance can be referred to
as on stage clowning. This involves situations in which the actor would engage in
improvised comedy within the play, oftentimes playing directly with the audience.
Klausner notes that the clown’s “penchant for interaction with the members of the
audience, for which there is clear evidence in the play-texts, must have created
frequent opportunities for improvisatory exchanges with them, and insults to the
audience were clearly a common mode” (280). This clowning was such a routine part
of performances that it could be considered to be expected by the audience, and
therefore would have been part of the total experience much like the jigs. Certain
actors specialized in this time of in-performance improv, and were often referred to as
clowns.
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Two of the most famous clowns and performers of the jig were Richard
Tarlton and Will Kemp. Tarlton rose to fame both in the popular theatre as well as at
court, becoming a Queen’s comedian, which allowed him to travel the country more
extensively than any actor before or after (Gurr, Playgoing, 151). Surviving
documents suggest that Tarlton’s comedy relied more on his with than physical or
slapstick humor (Gurr, Playgoing, 153), and he seems to have been able to forge a
special relationship with his audience. It was a relationship in which the audience was
able to relate to Tarlton both as an actor and a character, due in large part to “his
special act after the play when he versified extempore on subjects given him by the
audience. This familiar practice of backchat might easily spill into the play itself”
(Gurr, Playgoing, 155). This activity of composing improvised verses based on
suggestions from the audience is very much like games played by modern improv
troupes, which often ask for audience suggestions in creating scenes. And like in
modern improv, Tarlton’s interactions with the audience took on a game-like quality.
Gurr notes, “If Tarlton picked on an individual in became a contest of wit where the
crowd cheered the winner and jeered the loser, and they might in a physical struggle”
(Playgoing, 156). Tarlton was a major figure in the development of comedy, and made
famous the invention of the cunning rustic clown, “dressing himself in country
clothes, a buttoned cap, baggy slops in russet, a bag at his side and the pipe and
tabor…commonly used in country May-games” (Gurr, Playgoing, 156). The
similarities with Tartlon’s country clown and Arlecchino from commedia are obvious,
both in costuming and the idea of a low status character being cunning enough to
outsmart higher status characters.
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Much like Tarlton, Will Kemp was a noted success as clown and performer of
jigs, and like Tarlton he was known for his speed at improvising and his rapport with
the audience (Thomson 11). He had also worked with Italian actors and claimed to be
proficient in the techniques of commedia dell’arte, even though commedia never
caught on in Elizabethan England (Grantham 146). Kemp’s on stage antics, and his
tendency to substitute his won lines for that of the playwright’s was sometimes an
annoyance to his fellow actors, which could have been a contributing factor to his
leaving the Chamberlain’s Men (Thomson 12). Leaving the company also meant that
Kemp sold his share in The Globe theatre. Of course, the very fact that Kemp was a
shareholder in The Globe could be seen as a testament to his success as a clown.
Following his departure, Kemp performed a nine-day Morris Dance from Norwich to
London in 1600 as a parody of a royal progress. Kemp’s own account of the dance,
published as Nine Days of Wonder, suggests that portions of his dancing journey
would have been improvised, based on his interactions with the crowds that gathered
to watch him. Furthermore, even though the journey may have been a parody of a
royal progress, it seems to have also been intended as a slight against the rest of the
theatre community of the day, particularly the playwrights, whom he refers to as the
“impudent generation of Ballad-makers” (Kemp 20). Considering the overwhelming
reception he received when he arrives in London at the end of his tale, it would be
plausible that Kemp was attempting to position himself as much more beloved by the
people than his former theatrical compatriots. He also refers to “My notable
Shakerags…a sort of witless beetle-head that can understand nothing but what is
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knocked into your scalp” (20). Shakerags here may refer to Shakespeare himself,
which would seem to suggest a conflict between the two men.
Another way to consider improvisation in the Elizabethan theatre is in terms of
what David Klausner calls planned and unplanned improvisation (275). Unplanned
improvisation refers to the clowning described above, in which an actor breaks from
the scene to engage in some for of extemporaneous performance, often directly
interacting with the audience. Conversely, planned improvisation was specifically
called for by the playwright in the script. Commedia dell’arte would also fall into the
category of planned improvisation, as certainly the actors plan to engage in an
improvised performance, and the scenario they utilized gave them at least basic
indicators of how to improvise.
According to Klausner, planned improvisation in the English plays was either
called for in a stage direction, or it was indicated within the dialogue itself, commonly
with a speech ending in “etcetera.” Examples of the first instance can be seen in Ben
Johnson’s Cynthia’s Revels with the stage direction, “At the breaches in this speech
following, the other two interrupt him still,” indicated the actors were to improvise
dialogue during the breaks in the character’s speech (276). Similarly, Heywood’s If
You Know Not Me You Know Nobody includes the stage direction, “Here the Queene
entertaines the Ambassadors, and in their several languages confers with them,”
indicated the actors are to improvise dialogue in a foreign language, which may have
been gibberish (276).
The use of “etcetera” to indicate improvisation was more commonplace than
the use of stage directions. This improvisation may have been the result of socio95
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political forces, as “many of the occurrences of ‘etc.’ in later plays are in passages of
oaths or potential obscenity and may represent a form of censorship for the printed
text, in which the actor is expected to have a clear understanding of what he can get
away with at a particular time and place” (Klausner 276). By omitting potentially
controversial material from the printed text, the playwright was able to avoid potential
censorship. Improv allowed the actor to change the material as necessary for each
particular audience, which fits with earlier discussed notions that the audience often
has a direct influence on an improvisation. Here, the improvisation is guided by what
the actor believes the audience will allow him to get away with so as not be reported to
the authorities. Klausner also indicates that in some cases an “etcetera” may have
given the actor an opportunity to insert a local reference for the audience’s enjoyment.
He gives as an example the line from The Fair Maid of the Exchange, “…her forehead
is pretty, somewhat resembling the forehead of the sign of the maidenhead in &c”
(277). As a relevant aside, I witnessed a similar phenomena when a touring group
from The Second City performed on the campus of Texas Tech University in 2008.
The majority of the show was a standard revue, for which the company is known for,
but interspersed throughout were improvised references to the size of the campus,
basketball coach Bob Knight, and other elements unique to Texas Tech and Lubbock.
Being that this group was on tour, I would suspect they improvised local references in
whatever city they were playing. As a further aside, those local references sometimes
received the biggest laughs in the performance I saw.
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Jane Freeman suggests a third mode of improv at work in Elizabethan drama,
that of scripted improvisation. She posits that while this may seem like an oxymoron,
illiterate audience members “might not always have been able to distinguish between
spontaneous improvisation and improvisation that was sufficiently well written and
well performed to seem spontaneous” (247). For Freeman, scripted drama and
improvisation are parts of a continuum, “for Shakespeare’s scripted improvisation is
both modeled on and a model of the extemporaneous dialogue of actual
improvisation” (247).
This type of scripted improvisation was based on rhetorical devices such as
puns and figures of repetition. Being that rhetorical devices were studied by
Elizabethan schoolchildren, it is likely that Shakespeare would have had a strong
foundation in these devices (Freeman 248). Such a familiarity would of course made it
easy for Shakespeare to use rhetorical devices in his character’s dialogue, explaining
why “sometimes characters engage in lengthy metarhetorical jousting matches” (251).
In many ways, Freeman argues, the use of rhetorical devices is not unlike modern-day
jazz. Elizabethan schoolchildren spent many hours memorizing rhetorical devices by
rote before attempting to using them in their own writing and speaking. Similarly,
musicians spend time learning musical patterns and phrases before attempting to
rearrange them in the improvisatory style of jazz.
Not only were rhetorical devices used as scripted improvisations between two
characters, but some plays “contain extended rhetorical improvisation among groups
of speakers—rhetorical jam sessions, as it were” (Freeman 261). Freeman notes that in

97

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
The Merry Wives of Windsor, Falstaff is pummeled verbally by Ford, Evans, Page, and
Mistress Page with a series of insults in the form of similes (261).
By using rhetorical devices such as puns and figures of repetition, Shakespeare
is able to give the illusion of improvisation to the audience. Much of the success of
these devices depends on how the playing of the actors, since
scripted improvisation should seem spontaneous, or, as Barton puts it:
“The words must be found or coined or fresh-minted at the moment you
utter them. They are not to be thought of as something which preexists in a
printed text. In the theatre they must seem to find their life for the first
time at the moment the actor speaks them. (Freeman 255)
Thus, while this scripted improvisation is not truly spontaneous, it seems that
Shakespeare saw some value in creating the illusion of spontaneity in his
dialogue, possibly motivated by the success of the improvisations of the clowns
and planned improvisations.
Although the story of improvisation in the Elizabethan theatre is not as
pronounced as in Italy, nor as widespread as in medieval times, it nevertheless
occupied a significant part of the overall theatrical experience, both with on stage
clowning and jigs after the play. While Elizabethan improvisation is more limited, its
affect on the playgoers can be easily seen. Both of theses instances were extremely
popular with the audience, and could involve audience participation in a way that is
similar to performances by modern improv troupes. Even though Elizabethan theatre
was dominated by literary plays as opposed to improvised ones, it cannot be denied
that the audience reacted favorably to instances of improvisation when it did occur
within the context of performance. In fact, the audience may have preferred the jig at
the end of the play over the actual play itself. In 1612, at the General Session of the
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Peace in Westminster, an order was issued to suppress the jigs in response to the
disorderly crowds that rushed into the theatres at the end of a performance, simply to
watch the jig.
Improvisation in the medieval and renaissance periods encompasses multiple
possibilities for its existence. In the medieval period, improvisation seems to have
been motivated in a similar fashion as in Ancient Greece, by oral traditions and a lack
of literacy. In the renaissance, improv is recognized as an entertainment in its own
right. Commedia in particular was enjoyed by a socially diverse audience ranging
from the lowest classes to the highest (Richards 116). Interestingly, Elizabethan
playwrights seem to have recognized the appeal of improvisation by allowing for
improvised dialogue within scripted plays, or as Shakespeare did, writing dialogue that
had an improvisatory feel.
The question to be asked is, do these instances of improvisation fit with chaos
theory? Is improvisation in this sense a nonlinear system? Given that perhaps the most
widely known form of classical improvisation, commedia dell’arte, did in fact have a
basic predetermined plot structure, it is difficult to classify as being totally nonlinear.
The ending of the play has been decided upon in advance. There is certainly
uncertainty within the performance, but even then there are waypoints that have been
established with the prescribed lazzi. It seems that improvised performances that exist
in a more oral tradition or preliterate community are more nonlinear, but even without
writing, actors have the capacity for memorization through repetition. Thus, a
performance could still have a predetermined conclusion, which would make it linear
in that the outcome is already known, at least to the actors. It is perhaps best to say
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that these examples of improvisation contain within them nonlinear portions, but that
as a whole, the performance itself is in fact linear.
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CHAPTER V
IMPROVISATION FROM THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY TO TODAY

As we approach modern times, the story of improvisation in the theatre
becomes much more nuanced than in earlier parts of history. Particularly in the past
century or so, improv has expanded from being a mode of performance to an aspect of
actor training and a method by which to created scripted plays. In spite of this
expansion, improvisation in many cases has retained certain elements that have
remained fairly constant across the centuries. This chapter will examine instances of
improvisation from the eighteenth century until today, with a special emphasis on
some of the more unique uses of improvisation in the modern theatre.

German (Not Quite) Improv
As we have seen in the preceding chapters, improvisation in performance was
fairly widespread throughout Europe up until the eighteenth century Whether as an
almost totally improvised performance, as with commedia dell’arte, or moments of
improvised clowning within the context of a scripted play, improv was an integral
element on the stages of Europe. As Europe moved into the eighteenth century, an
anti-improv bias came into play, which in effect elevated the importance of scripted
plays over extemporaneous ones. We have already briefly seen how this was the case
in Italy, with the scripting of commedia dell’arte. This section will examine in greater
detail an apparent contradiction within the anti-improv bias in eighteenth century
Germany as it relates to the works of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.
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During Goethe’s twenty-six year run as director of the Weimar Theatre, he
showed little interest in improvisational acting. In fact, his strict guidelines for
professional actors would seem to suggest he wanted nothing to do with improv on the
stage. Yet in spite of this lack of improvisation in the theatre he directed, he wrote
about improvisation in two of the Wilhelm Meister novels, Wilhelm Meister’s
Theatrical Calling and Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship. Jocelyn Holland notes,
References to improvisational acting in the two novels are clearly
connected to the theatrical tradition of the commedia dell’arte. This
style of acting was familiar to Goethe, who witnessed—and enjoyed—
lengthy extemporized pieces during his journey to Italy in 1786. It was
also well-known within the eighteenth century German cultural
context: troops of travelling commedia dell’arte performers had been
roaming through the continent at least since the sixteenth century. (20)
While Goethe may not have used improvisation in his own theatrical productions,
there can be no doubt that he was certainly familiar with this style of performance.
Theatrical Calling is set during the immediate aftermath of the purging of
improvisation from the German stage. Prior to the 1740’s, German burlesque theatre
mirrored aspects of commedia, and even featured the character of Harlequin
(Arlecchino). With the theatrical reforms of Johann Christoph Gottsched and Caroline
Neuber, Harlequin was officially banned from the German stage (Holland 21). In
Theatrical Calling, Goethe espouses, through the character Madame de Retti, the
pedagogical benefits of improvisation, stating that it is “a valuable school and testing
ground for actors” (22). Madame de Retti goes on to assert that, because Germany
lacks a figure such as Molière to embrace as a national playwright, the theatre should
embrace elements from commedia “in which the performers both invent and execute
their own pieces—in effect, their own German identities” (22).
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In Apprenticeship, Wilhelm Meister embarks on a sea voyage with a group of
actors. While aboard ship, the actors decide to create an improvised play. The
performance borrows heavily from commedia, using both stock characters as well as
pre-defined scenario to form the basic framework of the play. As the group engages in
the improvisation, they also take on a heightened self-awareness of their
performances. They “monitor themselves and each other to make sure that they
maintain the integrity of their characters; they watch for moments of unexpected and
unwanted authenticity, when the ‘real’ person speaks through the mask” (Holland 24).
Ultimately, this exercise in improvisation lays out a foundation for what good acting
is: being able to play a character and not just oneself.
What is interesting about Goethe’s writings, and why I have chosen to mention
them here, is they highlight several key ideas about improvisation that relate to a much
broader historical condition. With the banishment of improv from the German stage,
we see a situation that has repeated throughout the history of the theatre, the forgoing
of improvisation in favor of a literary theatre. There seems to be a continuing bias that
arises in societies that come to view improvisational acting as something less worthy
than scripted performance. Yet Goethe makes an argument for the benefits of
improvisation. It can be a valuable tool for the training of actors, an idea that becomes
more fully embraced in the nineteenth century and beyond. Improv can also fill the
void of the lack of a German national playwright because it can allow German
performers to create their own works and express their culture and national identity.
This is an idea that will come into play in the twentieth century with devised theatre.
While Goethe may not have had a place for improvisation on his own stage, possibly
103

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
bowing to political pressures, his writing indicates that he at least sensed there was a
value to improv. The Wilhelm Meister novels not only demonstrate that value, but also
a show a foresight for the role improvisation would eventually play in the theatre.

Colonial Improv
Until this point, we have focused exclusively on European theatre. The
eighteenth century gives us an opportunity to travel across the Atlantic and look at
theatre in Colonial America, and the role improvisation played in the performances of
the fledging nation.
Key to the understanding of theatre in the colonies is an initial ambivalence,
and sometimes an outright disapproval, of actors and theatrical performance.
Colonizing companies needed hard working skilled laborers in order to establish a
foothold in America; actors were considered to be an undesirable distraction for these
struggling communities (Vaughn 9). Three years after the founding of Jamestown, the
Reverend William Crashaw delivered a sermon stating that actors “were unwelcome in
a colony that struggled to survive the unfamiliar environment, the opposition of
indigenous Indians, and the lethargy of many of its settlers” (Vaughn 10). In 1665,
three men who performed an amateur play in a Virginia tavern were arrested for
violatingprohibitions against acting, but were eventually exonerated. William Penn
introduced similar prohibitions against all forms of theatrical entertainment, which
were more or less upheld until the 1760’s. Just as the theatres were closed in England
during the Puritan regime of 1642—60, puritanical New England maintained the same
theatrical prejudice, not allowing plays to be publicly performed until the final quarter
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of the eighteenth century (Vaughn 10). Needless to say, the theatre in Colonial
America had a hard time making a go of it.
In spite of the lack of performance, the colonists were not wholly divorced
from the theatre. Those that came over from America would certainly have been
exposed to theatre, either directly or indirectly, while in England, and would have
brought that experience with them. Furthermore, while plays may not have been
performed extensively in the colonies, they were being read. Harvard and Yale
acquired full sets of Shakespeare’s works in the mid-1700’s, and colonial booksellers
published and sold Shakespeare’s plays based on English editions. The attitude was
that reading plays “avoided the theatrical world’s corruptions: immoral venues,
frivolous participants, wasted expense, and portrayals of lascivious or mean-spirited
behavior” (Vaughn 12). The colonists therefore possessed enough familiarity with the
theatre that, by the time performance became more widely accepted, there was already
an audience to be found.
When the theatre was finally brought from the library on to the public stage in
the latter part of the eighteenth century, it was seen by the upper classes as a teacher of
politeness (Harvey 116). Even slightly earlier than public performances of plays,
college students produced theatrical performances and recited Shakespeare in the
1750’s because it was seen as a device to teach rhetoric and public speaking (15). It
could be argued that in order to bring theatre into the public sphere, its advocates
needed to demonstrate that it could be a force for good in society, as opposed to being
the base and corrupt entertainment it had previously been seen as.
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As Harvey points out, this treatment of the theatre serves a basic imperial
function of propping up the ruling class with an inflated sense of superiority. This is
particularly the case of the British in North America in the eighteenth century, where
“the ‘politeness’ that defined the refined, as virtuous as many of its notions and
sentiments may have been, was ultimately paid for by those whose land and labor was
expropriated by policies and practices that served the libertarian interests of an
inherently imperial economy” (116 –7). In England before, during, and after the
revolution, Americans were seen as the lower classes, even though pre-revolution
Americans were subjects of the Crown. The theatre was a way for the English to assert
their superiority over the Americans, and in the case of at least one notable performer,
improvisation was a key weapon in the arsenal.
John Bernard was an English comedic actor who took to the stage in 1773 and
toured throughout England and Ireland, eventually travelling to America in 1797. In
America, he performed in New York and Boston, as well as touring the South, the
Ohio Valley, Vermont, and Canada. One of Bernard’s signature talents was to disdain
the lower classes, which of course made him popular with the bourgeois theatregoers.
One of Bernard’s trademarks was to produce a comic story extemporaneously, and it
seems as though the audience expected these comedic improvisations (Harvey 117).
Not only were the improvisations expected, they played a role in creating certain
mythologies and assumptions, just as the theatre itself did in an overall sense. In
particular, Bernard’s improvisations played on stereotypes such as the low-brow
alcoholic Irishman, or the rustic, uncultured American. This use of stereotypes for
comedic effect in improvisation is not unlike the roles of the stock characters in
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commedia. And, like in commedia, presenting these stereotypes on the public stage
helped to cement those ideas—and biases—in the minds of the audience.
If improvisation was used by English actors in the eighteenth century as a
means to promote cultural stereotypes and bolster the English bourgeoisie during the
colonial period, what can be said about performances home-grown in America? Antitheatrical biases and laws in the early colonial period would have certainly provided a
fertile ground for improvised folk performances in certain communities, particularly in
the South, which was somewhat less hostile to the theatre than the North. As we have
seen in previous historical periods, a lack of literacy in a community often serves as a
motivating factor for engaging in improvised performance. The slave communities of
the colonies would have been apt to this, particularly given that slaves in Virginia
often engaged in recreational pursuits under the cover of darkness away from the eyes
of their masters (Grigg 91).
Aside from the more conventional type of improvised performance—that is, an
unscripted play—there is another form of performance that is perhaps more closely
aligned to what we think of the colonial period and revolutionary times in particular:
oratory. The revolution was spurred on in part by gifted speakers who used their words
in a mode of solo performance to make their case for a new nation to their fellow
countrymen. Many times they spoke without a prepared script; they improvised. In a
much broader performative sense, there was a theatrical quality to many patriots of the
revolution, a quality that helped cement them in the minds of fellow Americans. No
less than George Washington is a prime example of this. As Shaffer argues,
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The intrinsically theatrical figure of the patriot is ideally suited to
provide a defining center for the public imagination in such moments of
crisis; its capacity to fuse revolutionary ardor with reassuring, paternal
stability is perhaps nowhere better displayed than in Revolutionary
American culture’s elevation of the inveterate playgoer George
Washington into a figure of heroic proportions. (27)
Washington had been an avid playgoer for years before the revolution, and it seems
that his exposure to the theatre had given him a grasp on how to command the
performance of his own persona. As he became older and advanced in his career, his
skills as an orator progressed as well, possibly due in part to his continued attendance
at the theatre. What makes Washington’s performance skills interesting in the context
of this book is that he apparently was just an average speaker when reading from a
prepared text. However, “Washington’s grasp of the essential theatricality of the role
of the patriot—including his physical carriage and his capacity for improvisation
during prepared speeches—suggests a talented performer who became markedly more
comfortable when working ‘off book,’ without the burdensome prop of a written
script” (Shaffer 27).
As anyone with much public speaking experience can surely attest, there are
certain potential advantages in improvising versus reading a prepared speech.
Improvised oratory can allow for a more natural manner of speech and times, and can
provide the speaker with opportunities to react and adjust the oration based on the
responses of the audience. This can ultimately make for a more powerful, and moving
speech. However, a prepared speech has its own advantages, namely that reading the
script ensures the speaker will communicate all the necessary information to the
audience. Washington was able to interweave prepared material with improvisation in
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a manner that was particularly powerful. A famous example of this skill is his speech
to his officers who were considering a coup against the government over grievances at
Newburg, NY in 1783. The speech itself fell flat and the officers were unimpressed.
At the conclusion, Washington attempted to read aloud a message from Congress. He
put on his glasses and remarked, off the cuff, “Gentlemen, will you permit me to put
on my spectacles, for I have not only grown gray but almost blind in the service of my
country.” That one improvised line, both poetic and theatrical, turned the tide. Many
of the men wept. The officers decided to remain loyal and not stage an armed
intervention against the government (mountvernon.org).
John Bernard used improvisation to bolster the British sense of supremacy.
George Washington used it to bolster his countrymen, to unite them to a common
cause, and to further the cause of the revolution. Washington’s ability to connect with
his audience through oratory that featured improvisation helped to solidify his place in
the mythology of the new nation. As Shaffer notes, “The patriot ruler’s performance in
the theatre of public action, like the heroic performance of an actor onstage, binds his
audience together, molding them as a ‘free-born’ community, and, in Washington’s
case, validating the patriotic bona fides of the Revolution (29).

Improvisation and Actor Training
As we enter the nineteenth century, a new role for improvisation begins to
arise, namely as a tool for the training of actors, beginning most notably with the
teachings of Konstantin Stanislavski. For Stanislavski, improvisation was a way for
actors in the classroom and the rehearsal hall to discover the emotional truth of a
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scene. Instead of focusing on the playwright’s words, the actor could use an
improvisation to react naturally to the given circumstances of a scene. In this case,
improvisation was turned to not because of practical needs of illiterate performers, nor
because of the inspiration of an ancient style of performance, but instead because of an
artistic trend that rebelled against the kind of theatre in which Stanislavski had grown
up in.
The theatre of the nineteenth century had become little more than popular
entertainment, serving a largely unsophisticated middle class. Yet the nineteenth
century also brought
…cataclysmic ideological, social, and technological change—Darwin,
Marx, the positivist sociology of Auguste Comte, the rise of the natural
sciences and their methods, the explosive use of technology and its
inventions, machine-driven industries, railways, the telegraph, had
undermined the long-held beliefs of the Western middle class. (Esslin
342)
The arts reflected these changes in society with the rise of impressionism in painting
and naturalism in writing. While in Russia plays were being written in the more
naturalistic style by the end of the century, the acting style remained declamatory and
melodramatic. This was the style of theatre Stanislavski first performed in, and he
“grew more and more dissatisfied with his own work and prevailing style of acting
and production in general” (Esslin 352—3).
For Stanislavski, imagination is a fundamental concern for an actor, as it is
necessary to truly create something artistic. Just as a painter can use his imagination to
create an artwork of a location he has never visited, so too can an actor use
imagination to create a character and a sense of reality on the stage. Stanislavski asks
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…what about all the author’s stage directions, the director’s demands,
the moves, the mise-en-scene and the whole production? Is it really
enough to remember them and carry them out as a formal pattern? No,
all this has to be filled out and given depth by the actor…Only then can
the actor begin to live the inner life of the character…Our most
immediate source of help here is our imagination…It not only tells us
what the author, the director, and the others have not, but it gives life to
everything that has been done by the production team. (62)
In order to help his actors develop their imaginations, Stanislavski used improvisations
based on the “Magic If” (if this situation were real, how would one naturally act and
react). These improvisations were generic scenarios (imagine a madman is breaking
into your house, imagine you are in the arctic, etc.) not connected to a particular play,
but they were meant to stimulate the student’s imaginations. By working with an
improvisation as opposed to a script, the students had more freedom to explore and
play with their imaginations. Stanislavski explains: “every one of our movements
onstage, every word must be the result of a truthful imagination” (84). In
Stanislavski’s approach, the actor must take the time to prepare and develop his or her
imagination, as any vocal or physical activities onstage should come from the
imagination. Improvisation is a way of developing the imagination, but also of finding
the reality within a performance. Vasily Toporkov recounts the rehearsal process for
Tartuffe with Stanislavski, in which improvisations and games were used significantly.
Following one such improvisation, Stanislavski remarked, “This is not theatre; this is
genuine, live action with honest attention and real interest. This is what I need from
you in this scene” (Toporkov 173). Improvisation appears to have dominated the first
part of the rehearsal process, before the actors began to work on the actual text.
Toporkov observed, “Our improvisations had reached the point where they demanded
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greater expressiveness through the author’s words. This happened by itself, gradually,
as a result of an inner need” (177).
Michael Chekhov, a student of Stanislavksi, also makes a point of stressing the
importance of imagination, in particular being able to imagine images. In Chekhov’s
method, the actor can be assisted by visualizing what a scene, location, even their
character, should look like and responding to or embodying that imagined image.
Chekhov describes using improvisations for a variety of functions as part of actor
training, not just in the development of the imagination. Physical concerns, such as
tempo and rhythm and physicalization of a character can be explored in improvisation.
So too can ensemble work. Many of Chekhov’s exercises involve using an
improvisation, and in describing the process of rehearsing a play, improvisations
continue to play a part. Chekhov advocates memorization of the text early on so as not
to disturb the work to be done in rehearsal (150). In the early stages of rehearsal, “the
main part of the work still lies in the sphere of the imagination. Even rehearsals with
partners and director constitute ‘imagining’ the play, the situations and the characters,
under the guidance of the director” (149).
The ultimate goal of the actor in Chekhov’s view is to find inspiration and
acquire a Divided Consciousness, a state in which
he becomes inwardly free of his own creation and becomes the
observer of his own work…He has given to his image his flesh and
blood, his ability to move and speak, to feel, to wish, and now the
image disappears from his mind’s eye and exists within him and acts
upon his means of expression from inside him. (156)
The actor must never become lost in the role, but must be able to maintain an objective
observation of the performance. The actor’s training and work in rehearsal, which
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involves the imagination and improvisations, leads up to a state in which the actor can
at the same time be internally motivated and inspired by the imagination and still
maintain a level of objectivity in order to ensure the performance is successful in
practical terms, such as being seen and heard by the audience.
In the United States in the mid-twentieth century, Viola Spolin’s improvisation
games became the basis for The Second City improv troupe, founded by her son Paul
Sills, however it is worth noting that Spolin’s original aim was to use improvisation to
train actors for the traditional theatre. Her book, Improvisation for the Theater begins
with the statement, “Everyone can act. Everyone can improvise. Anyone who wishes
to can play in the theater and learn to become ‘stage-worthy’” (3).
Spolin argues that a key component necessary to acting is intuition and
spontaneity. “The intuitive can only respond in immediacy—right now. It comes
bearing its gifts in the moment of spontaneity, the moment when we are feed to relate
and act, involving ourselves in the moving, changing world around us” (Spolin 4).
Improvisation is the technique with which to awaken that spontaneity in the actor,
which in turn leads to personal freedom and expressiveness, ultimately allowing for a
greater artistic experience.
Spolin’s approach to the theatre was developed with her work under Neva
Boyd in Chicago in the mid-1920’s. Boyd’s work explored the constructive potential
of play, using games with inner city and immigrant children to help them adjust to
society. In this context, Spolin developed new games aimed at encouraging creativity,
self-expression, and self-realization. She saw these games as a way of freeing the
actor. Instead of feeling the pressure of the need to “act,” which can make a performer
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feel self-conscious, “if you transform the situation into a game, the actor, in
concentrating his energies on playing the game, will lose his self-consciousness and
perform naturally and spontaneously” (Sweet xvii).
While the bulk of Improvisation for the Theater is primarily a handbook of
improvisation games, Spolin does devote the final three chapters of the book to the
formal theatre. These chapters are aimed primarily at the director, and Spolin gives her
advice on how best to prepare for a production, run rehearsals, manage performances,
and the like. Improvisations have a definite place in the rehearsal process. Games can
inject new life into a scene that is going nowhere. General improvisations can help
actors in bringing a greater sense of reality to their relationships, and going beyond the
lines of the play (335).
In Spolin’s model, the director should not be an autocrat telling the actors what
to do and when to do it. Instead, the director functions more like a guide, providing
suggestions and a framework that will activate the actor’s own creativity in an organic
way. According to Jeffrey Sweet,
Rather than telling the performer specifically how to behave, Spolin tried
to set up circumstances in which he would arrive at the right choice
himself. Her belief was that an actor will absorb a lesson more readily if it
is learned through his own experience than if it is spelled out by someone
else. (xvii)
There is an important phrase in Sweet’s description: “arrive at the right choice.”
This phrase underlies the relationship between the actor and the director, that even
though the director may be using improvisational games to help the actor make an
organic choice, there is still a desired outcome that the director wishes to see. This
of course is not unusual, as it is the director’s job to coordinate all the elements of
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a production into a cohesive artistic vision. Certainly Spolin, or a director
following Spolin’s model, would need to know what particular circumstances
could achieve a certain goal for the performance. The response of the actor to the
circumstances of an improv game is not unlike Stanislavski’s exercises with the
“Magic If.”
These methods of using improv to help an actor respond naturally to the
circumstances of a scene relate to the earlier discussed ideas about environmental
influences on a performance. As noted before, the environmental influences of the
given circumstances in an improvisation may not produce a kind of Butterfly
Effect, as the actor may choose to ignore the circumstances in an improvised
performance. For improvisation in rehearsal, as used by Stanislavski and Spolin,
the environment may or may not produce a Butterfly Effect. It is important to
remember that for these practitioners, improv is not so much a style of
performance as it is a rehearsal technique that can be used in producing a
traditional play. Improv in this context is but a step in a process that ultimately
leads to a carefully crafted performance. Thus, a Butterfly Effects may occur in
the rehearsal studio, as they are likely to do in any rehearsal situation as actors
and directors experiment either with or without improvising. Even the most
seasoned actors and directors may not know how a scene will play out in a
rehearsal. However, at some point the action of the scenes becomes set. Actors
make choices on how to perform. The initial conditions of a scene—the given
circumstances—are no longer unknown variables, thereby mitigating the chance
that a scene may unfold in unexpected ways.
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Like Spolin in America, Keith Johnstone in the United Kingdom is perhaps
best known for his improvisation games that became the basis of Theatresports,
though his original emphasis was on using improvisation for actor training. Also like
Spolin, Johnstone places an emphasis on the need for spontaneity, and like
Stanislavski and Chekhov, also emphasizes the need for imagination. Again like
Spolin, many of Johnstone’s theories seem to arise at least in part from his work as a
teacher of children and adolescents. For Johnstone, imagination, spontaneity, and
creativity are linked. He argues “most children can operate in a creative way until
they’re eleven or twelve, when suddenly they lose their spontaneity, and produce
imitations of ‘adult art’” (77). Johnstone sees the problem as being an oppressive
educational system in western culture with schools that “encourage children to be
unimaginative” (76). Furthermore, a fear or being unoriginal leads many students to
block their imaginations (87). According to Johnstone, “An artist who is inspired is
being obvious. He’s not making any decisions, he’s not weighing one idea against
another. He’s accepting his first thoughts” (88).
One of Johnstone’s most significant and unique contributions to improv and
actor training is his concept of status. The genesis of status came from his observation
that actors could not reproduce ordinary conversations. What the actors would perform
seemed nothing like what Johnstone observed in real life conversations. Johnstone
writes, “They had no way to mark time and allow situations to develop, they were
forever striving to latch on to ‘Interesting’ ideas. If casual conversations really were
motiveless, and operated by chance, why was it impossible to reproduce them at the
studio?” (Impro 33). Johnstone’s comment that conversations are operated by chance
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seems to hint at a nonlinear system at work. We know that chaotic systems are not
random, but are in fact, deterministic. That is to say, the behavior of the system is
determined by what occurs previously. Because they are nonlinear, however, the
systems appear disorderly. A conversation can be seen as displaying similar properties
in that neither the individuals engaged in the conversation, nor anyone observing
them, can accurately predict how the dialogue may unfold.
In presenting the idea of status to his actors, Johnstone told them to “try to get
your status just a little above or below your partner’s” (33). This new technique made
the scenes much more authentic, but also led to a realization “that every inflection and
movement implies a status, and that no action is due to chance, or really ‘motiveless’”
(34). This discovery highlights that while a conversation, or an improvised scene, may
be nonlinear, it is still in fact deterministic, as the status transactions between the
actors are driving the scenes. Building on this deterministic notion, Johnstone and his
students discovered the see-saw principle of status: “I go up and you go down” (37).
Whatever status an actor chooses to play will effect the status of the other actors,
which in turn determines in part how a scene will play out. For Johnstone, status is an
action, something that someone does. A character may have a high status by virtue of
his or her position (i.e. a boss) but actually play a low status.
Johnstone expands his concept of status to not only address the interpersonal
transactions between actors, but also the interactions between actors and the
environment. He describes watching a group of actors at a rehearsal:
I was struck by the way space flowed around the actors like a
fluid…When they weren’t acting, the bodies of the actors continually
readjusted. As one changed position so all the others altered their postures.
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Something seemed to flow between them. When they were ‘acting’ each
actor would pretend to relate to the others, but his movements would stem
from himself. They seemed ‘encapsulated.’ (57)
This observation returns to Johnstone’s earlier notion that every movement carries
status. How actors relate to their environment physically, and the other actors
occupying their space, is motived by status transactions, leading to the fluidic
quality seen in the rehearsal room when the actors weren’t acting. By being aware
of how status relates to space, Johnstone believes that a performance will appear
much more natural and will therefore be all the more engaging to an audience.
For Johnstone, like for other modern teachers, improvisation is a way in which
actors become more imaginative, spontaneous, and creative by learning to accept the
first things that come into their heads. Though the exercises and theories presented are
applicable both for traditional actors as well as those wishing to become improvisers,
Johnstone does not give much attention to the concerns of producing a play, or how to
use improvisation in the rehearsal process. His work with improvisation, at least in
Impro is focused on the training of the actor in the classroom. Impro for Storytellers is
similar to Spolin’s Improvisation for the Theater, in that it presents a handbook of
games that can then be used in an improvised performance.
Where Johnstone differs from other teachers is that his theories seem to
embrace the chaotic nature of improv on a much deeper level through the use of status.
Beyond encouraging imagination and creativity, Johnstone recognizes that through
status transactions, improvisation is in fact deterministic even though it is nonlinear.
The way the actors play status with each other and with the space around them helps
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to shape the scene, much as is it does in real life. Status transactions can be subtle, a
slight raising or lowering, much like the flapping of the hypothetical butterfly’s wings.
In much the same way as Stanislavski, Michael Gellman of The Second City
uses improvisation to develop the actor’s imagination. In improvisations to create
imaginary objects, the point is made that “The audience’s perception of the objects
was the product of an actor’s concentration, imagination, and interactions” (53). In as
much as Gellman’s improvisations involve the imagination, and creating something
from nothing, they also involve responding to something. Gellman tells his students,
“There are two things that make up the point of concentration…Discovery, and then
reaction. And as an improviser, your three ‘go-to’ places for discovery are objects, the
environment, and other players” (69). Improvisation in this context is not about
making something up or trying to be funny. Gellman’s approach involves creating an
entire world for the actor to inhabit, without the use of extensive props or scenery.
Thus, the actor must imagine the circumstances of the improvisation, must then
discover the details in what has been imagined, and then react to those discoveries.
And therein lies the actual performance. Process: An Improviser’s Journey follows a
class preparing an improvised play; yet the bulk of their class time is spent doing
exercises in improvisation. They never attempt to create a play until the very end.
How then do these various authors balance the issue of what must be prepared
and what can be spontaneous for the stage? With regards to improvisation, I believe
each of these authors regards the use of improv as a necessary part of the preparation
for the stage work. Stanislavski, Chekhov, and Spolin each indicate the usefulness of
improvisation not only in the classroom but also in rehearsals. In fact, it seems to be a
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necessary component to their methods of rehearsing. While Johnstone and Gellman
both seem more focused on creating improvised stage pieces, even spontaneity
requires preparation. Both authors (and probably the others discussed as well, I
suspect) would seem to agree that the average actor has trouble being spontaneous,
because of a dull imagination, overdeveloped self-consciousness, a fear of being
boring, and the like. Of course, to create something that is artistically and aesthetically
valid, the actor must possess a strong imagination, be spontaneous, and be able to
think creatively. For these teachers, the relationship between the aesthetic and the
spontaneous is one of mutual dependency.
Ultimately, the goal of all these authors is to create a performance that has a
certain degree of reality about it. Even an improvised performance seems to require a
certain measure of truth, at least in these authors’ opinions. In seeking to achieve that
sense of reality, each teacher from Stanislavski onward makes the assertion, whether
explicitly or implicitly, that the actor is not given enough externally to create a
realistic performance. That is to say, the script, stage directions, costumes, scenery and
other external components of the production are not enough to make the performance
real, truthful, and alive. It is up to the actor, through the use of imagination, to create a
real world on the stage.
Spontaneity is a key to achieving that sense of realism, and to unlocking the
actor’s creativity. For just as our daily lives are unscripted and therefore spontaneous,
so too is improvisation. The hope is to give than sensation of spontaneity, and thereby
reality, to a rehearsed performance. Additionally, as improvisation trains the actor to
become more aware and receptive to his or her surroundings, the actor can then react
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more genuinely in the moment in both a traditional play and in an improvised
performance. There is the sense among all the authors that improvising is perhaps the
purest form of performance, the closest to real life that performance gets, because it
exists without preconceived notions. Improvisation exists in the present moment. Its
material is based on immediate action and reaction. Thus, as a teaching methodology,
it has the potential to move beyond textual analysis, vocal, and physical training.
Improvisation forces the actor to work with a different set of skills and behaviors,
which can ultimately provide for a truthful and engaging performance.

The Second City and ImprovOlympic
Given the sheer number of improv troupes currently in existence, it would be
impossible to discuss all of them here. Two troupes in the United States, however, are
particularly important and need to be mentioned for their contributions to
improvisational performance: The Second City and ImprovOlympic. In fact, the
majority of improv groups performing today base much, if not all, of their approach to
improvisation on the techniques developed by these troupes (Seham xvii).
Viola Spolin, whom we have already discussed in regards to her contributions
to actor training, is regarded as the mother of The Second City. This honorific is both
metaphorical and literal, as it was her own son, Paul Sills that began the company
based on her teachings about improv. While today The Second City is largely known
for comedy and its connection to Saturday Night Live (many performers on SNL are
alumni of The Second City), the group’s origins reveal a deep artistic undercurrent.
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In 1955, Paul Sills joined forces with David Shepherd to create the Compass
Players—which would eventually become The Second City—at the University of
Chicago. Shepherd sought to create a new populist theatre that merged commedia
dell’art with a Brechtian cabaret, and that would improvise original, politically
progressive works. Sills shared the interest in Brecht, and used his mother’s exercises
as a way to teach actors the techniques of commedia-style improvisation (Seham 6 –
7).
The three architects—Spolin, Sills, and Shepherd—each came to the table with
a certain set of beliefs about what the theatre could accomplish. Seham notes,
Spolin was devoted to improvisation’s spiritual and psychological
release of human potential. Shepherd wanted a political community
theatre that would fight class oppression through dialog interaction
between actors and “real people.” Sills was interested in both the
spiritual and political, as long as improv, also produced authentic “art.”
Each artist subscribed to the notion that improvisation (and by
extension improv-comedy), when properly practiced, could allow
participants to bypass limiting and disciplinary structures—whether
internal or external—and to have the freedom to express a greater truth.
(7)
While there seems to have been some tension between the three in the beginning of the
Compass Players, with Sills aligning himself more closely with his mother, the group
was initially successful.
The Compass troupe was largely white, and largely male. When it came to
scenes involving race, “white players often portrayed ethnicity with stereotypical
gestures or mannerisms that were instantly recognized by the audience. They did not
hesitate to play Asian, black, Jewish, and other ethnic types, which they could take on
or discard in the spirit or improvisational transformations” (Seham 12 – 13). This use
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of improvisation to portray other ethnicities or social classes bears a striking
resemblance to the performance of John Bernard during the late eighteenth century.
Unlike Bernard, however, it seems that the Compass Players were not attempting to
prop up the bourgeoisie, but instead to point out the failings in society, particular when
one considers Shepherd’s desire for a Brechtian political theatre.
Although Compass was initially very successful, rivalries developed amongst
the performers. While Spolin’s teaching emphasized equality and mutual support in
improvisation, the reality of Compass saw improvisations being “manipulated to give
some performers star status at the expense of others, male and female” (Seham 15).
The company finally disbanded in 1957.
Beyond the rivalries between actors, another conflict arose as well, between
content and process. Tom Salinsky and Deborah Frances-White describe this schism
in their overview of the Compass Players:
For the Commedia Dell’Arte players, extemporization was simply the
most effective method of channeling their inspiration, or creating the kind
of comic energy which their scenarios demanded. Likewise, Shepherd and
the Compass Players were initially seeking a fresher, more truthful acting
style within a predetermined plot structure. As soon as the audience is
made aware of the process, however, then a second point of interest
emerges. There is something daring about beginning with a random
suggestion from the audience, which makes much of public improvisation
about taking a risk. The potential problem with this approach is that the
audience may be encouraged to admire the process rather than being
engaged in the story. (1.1)
The conflict between process and content highlight the different ways improv has been
used by modern practitioners. Improvisation as a classroom exercise or in rehearsal for
a scripted play is meant to emphasize process. The actors can find ways of playing a
scene organically, or students may find their imaginations stimulated. In
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improvisational performance, the balance between content and process depends on the
group doing the improvising. For the Compass Players, as with commedia,
improvisation took place within a predetermined framework or scenario. The basic
structure was in place, but the content—how the action moved from Point A to Point
B and beyond—was created in the moment. Conversely, groups like ImprovOlympic
discussed below, focus more on process or the act of improvising. With these groups,
games and exercises previously kept in the classroom or rehearsal studio are put on
stage before an audience as a theatrical product.
In 1959, Sills made another go of it, partnering with producer Bernie Sahlins
and Howard Alk to create The Second City. In doing so, he broke from Shepherd’s
ideas of a Brechtian political theatre, seeking instead to create a commercially viable
company that used improvisation as a means to develop scripted revues of social and
political satire. In spite of this shift towards commercialism and scripted material, Sills
continued to ground the work in improvisation, believing in its power of personal
discovery and social change, and brought Spolin back to teach the actors her exercises
(Seham 17). Continuing to be influenced by commedia, performers were consciously
typecast as a way to immediately communicate character and situation to the audience
(19). Although new actors joining the company would learn improv, “they were not
asked to create fresh material but to step into roles left behind by the original troupe”
(21). The Second City became increasingly commercial, focused more on product than
process, a direction that Sills felt betrayed Spolin’s ideology, leading him to sell his
share in the company in 1965 (23). The company trended more towards commercially
marketable comedy with less emphasis on social and political satire. Improv
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workshops continued, and soon there were more Second City trained performers than
the company could cast, leading many to strike out and start their own improv troupes
around the country based on Second City methodologies. That spreading of Chicagostyle improv, coupled with Saturday Night Live, brought awareness of The Second
City to millions of Americans (30).
Even though The Second City was becoming somewhat of a household name,
by the 1980’s many performers were becoming disillusioned by the company’s
emphasis on commercialism, and the lack of true spontaneity and community, which
they felt were essential components of improvisation. Saturday Night Live made the
situation worse in some ways, as aspiring television actors came to The Second City
seeking stardom rather than out of an interest to make improvisational art. In response
to the perceived betrayal of improvisation that some performers saw in The Second
City, a new wave of professional improv came on the scene with groups like
ImprovOlympic.
ImprovOlympic, or iO, began in 1981 as a conscious opposition to Second
City. Whereas Second City had become focused on selling a product, ImprovOlympic
wanted to sell the process itself. ImprovOlympic also based its methodology on the
teachings of Keith Johnstone, focusing more on the relationships and interactions
between individuals as opposed to the “Who,” “What,” and “Where” of Spolin’s
approach, though both teachers espoused the transcendent potential of improvisation
(Seham 36). ImprovOlympic, as the company’s name suggests, embraced a sports like
atmosphere; players performed as teams, not as individuals. This shifting
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philosophical approach meant that improvisation would be about a communal group
activity, and less about highlighting the talents of individual performers.
Perhaps the most significant development to come from ImprovOlympic was
the rise of long-form improv, known as The Harold, attributed to former Second City
teacher Del Close who joined ImprovOlympic in 1983. In The Harold, the performers
ask the audience for a single suggestion, which then starts off a thirty minute
improvised game. The audience suggestion is used as a jumping off point for initial
improv exercises, which generates material to be used in subsequent scenes. A goal in
playing The Harold is draw connections between the scenes, and to justify all action
that occurs. The Harold represents a break from Second City improv in that “humor in
a Harold is meant to come not from jokes but from the pleasure an audience takes in
seeing the performers call back, or remember, justify, and weave together elements of
earlier scenes to create profundity out of banality and ‘order out of chaos’” (Seham
53). Again, there is a special emphasis on communality, both among the performers
and with the audience. The audience is engaged and entertained by watching the
process at work. The games as never planned or discussed in advanced as they are at
Second City. Instead, ImprovOlympic attempts a more pure form of improvisation. Of
course the dangerous reality is, not all performances by ImprovOlympic are
successful. Some Harolds flounder, with the performers being unable to make the
connections and justifications in the material that are key to driving the scenes. Some
are just not entertaining. In spite of this, ImprovOlympic remains committed to
process over product, cleaving to an ideal of spontaneous improvisation, rather than
the more planned sketch comedy of The Second City.
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Although the Harold is meant to be pure improvisation, without any preplanning or discussion, it is important to remember that even in this case, improv is
not simply making things up on the fly. There are rules to improvisation. Given Del
Close’s position as the originator of the Harold, it is worth noting the principles he
developed during his career:
1. Don’t deny verbal reality. It it’s said, it’s real. “What about our
children?” “We don’t have any.” That’s wrong. Same is true with physical
reality. If another actor physically establishes something, it is there and
you mustn’t do anything that says it’s not there.
2.Take the active as opposed to the passive choice. Of course, this
means a great deal. It means you are free to choose on the stage. Which, if
you choose to ponder that for a second, means you are in an existentialist
state of living your life in public.
3. The actor’s business is to justify…In improvisation, the
“character” is illusory. Everything starts from yourself. (Sweet 141—2)
These rules, if followed by the actors, help to ensure that an improvisation is
deterministic. Similar to actors playing and reacting to status, by accepting verbal and
physical realities and justifying, the actors ensure that each action is motivated or
determined by the preceding actions. Improvisations like the Harold, that lack any
predetermined structure or outcome, most closely resemble a chaotic system:
nonlinear, deterministic, and sensitive to initial conditions, i.e., the audience
suggestions. The sensitivity to initial conditions and determinism is confirmed by
Halpern, Close, and Johnson in their manual, Truth in Comedy:
Because the laughs in a Harold come from the connections made in the
work, the audience has to see where the information originated. In other
words, they are involved with the development of the piece right from the
very start. The audience feels they are “in” on the jokes, since they have
witnessed their creation, and they are (hopefully) encouraged to laugh
even more. (136)
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This is a succinct description of nonlinear dynamics at work in an improvisation. What
makes a Harold funny is that the audience is able to follow the nonlinearity of the
scene play out from the initial conditions. The audience knows the initial conditions as
they provided them as suggestions. The laughs come from the determinism, from the
connections made as those initial conditions lead from one action to another, while all
the while the final outcome of the scene remains unpredictable.
A caveat to this notion is that the Harold may be played in different ways.
Originally, the Harold calls for a three-part structure, but some groups (including
ImprovOlympic) have abandoned this approach “in favor of a more open exploration
of a single suggestion…this approach puts less emphasis on the narrative of any one
scene, and more on the way the scenes relate to each other” (Salinksy 1.2). In this
sense, the Harold may be less deterministic, in that the action of scene will not inform
the action of the scene that follows. This style of playing is thematic in its exploration
of a suggestion, though while it may not be deterministic, it is still nonlinear in that the
outcomes of the scene cannot be determined in advance.

Devised Theatre
A final trend we will examine in modern improvisation is Devised Theatre, a
collaborative process that typically uses extensive improvisations to create an original
work for performance. As with modern improv troupes, there are simply too many
groups engaged in devising to fully discuss here. Instead, I will look at three salient
examples of how improvisation has been used in the devising process to help
illuminate this most recent trend in the making of theatre.
128

Texas Tech University, Jeffrey Scott, August 2013
Joseph Chaikin and the Open Theatre in the 1960’s represent an early form of
devised theatre. Central to Chaikin’s work is an “emphasis on the creativity of the
actor’s self, the establishment of an ensemble, and the exploration of abstract themes”
(Govan 36). Chaikin himself writes of being disinterested in traditional theatre, i.e.
plays, and being more interested in the relationship between the actors and the
audience, with the intention of making “images into theater events, beginning simply
with those which have meaning for myself and my collaborators; and at the same
renouncing the theater of critics, box office, real estate, and the conditioned public”
(3). The approach to ensemble and collaboration involved support rather than
competition between actors, with a shared rhythm and dynamic in performance. In
practice, this was somewhat difficult for Chaikin to achieve with the Open Theatre
(Govan 37). Chaikin describes the difficulties the group faced with The Serpent as a
feeling of estrangement from the piece, and a loss of enthusiasm (27). He writes
We started from scratch, from the procession which begins the piece,
and then examined and re-examined and re-examined our attitudes to
the audience and the material. Only when we began to examine our
process of examining were we able to alter our approach to a more
creative one, and only at the point where we fully gave up and let the
production collapse were we able to build. (28)
For Chaikin and the Open Theatre, the focus of the work was always on the process,
the journey. While there certainly is a desire to create a work for performance, there is
an acceptance that the performance will never be perfect, that certain things will
remain unsolved (Chaikin 28). Furthermore, Chaikin placed the performer at the
center of the work, and not a character, to highlight the encounter between live
performers and spectators (Shank 49).
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Perhaps one of the most significant aspects of Chaikin’s process, and one that
has influenced various groups since the 1960’s, is the use of improvisations in order to
develop a performance. One such technique involved identifying moments that served
as emblems representative of the story. The performers would then engage in extended
improvisations around those emblems, playing with sound, words, and movement and
“transposing the whole emblem to movement or pure sound (Govan 38).
Moisés Kaufman and Tectonic Theater Project are perhaps best known for the
technique of Moment Work. Moment Work is described by Rich Brown as “Similar to
homework assignments, the Moments are individually formulated outside of the
workshop, and then presented to the other ensemble members; this is when
collaboration begins” (51). In this approach, the text is no longer the dominant
organizing principle. Instead, Moment Work allows the artists to write performance
instead of text (Brown 55).
Kaufman and Tectonic Theater Project have continually evolved their creative
process of collaboration. Each project is approached in a unique way, with an eye
towards discovering the theatrical language and form that will best contextualize the
content. Kaufman believes that “if theatre simply remains a facsimile of life, it dies”
(Brown 56—7). This view is not unlike Chaikin’s who wrote that the theatre “seems to
be looking for a place where it is not a duplication of life. It exists not just to make a
mirror of life, but to represent a kind of realm just as certainly as music is a realm”
(25).
The Tectonic Theatre Project’s process behind creating The Laramie Project,
which eventually became a scripted play, involved the performers interviewing the
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townspeople of Laramie. Following that initial research, the performers engaged in
Moment Work. Moments inspired other Moments, and through this workshop process
the form and theatrical language of the piece took shape. Eventually, Kaufman makes
the decision to shift out of the workshop phase and into the rehearsal phase, and he
becomes focused on directing and writing in a much more traditional theatrical sense
(Brown 58—60). While there is certainly an emphasis on collaboration, and the
creative process, there is still a commercial need to produce a product that eventually
comes into play.
Scott Graham and Steven Hoggett of Frantic Assembly offer this take on the
devising process:
It is possible to imagine that devising implies that we have gone into a
room with nothing and tried to make a start from scratch. This is not the
case. It may take years for an idea to get into the rehearsal room and
before it does it has been batted back and forth between the directors,
reshaped and presented to producers and other collaborators. It has
been presented to a writer too, who may be engaged to create a full
draft for the first day of rehearsal. That script becomes the launch pad
and inspiration for most of the devising process. (5)
This approach is somewhat different from other devising groups that shape their ideas
in the rehearsal room as part of the devising process, bringing in a writer later on to
put the ideas on paper. Although Frantic Assembly does a significant amount of
preparatory work prior to beginning rehearsals and the devising process, the process
does not begin with all the answers already worked out. Graham and Hoggett point out
that while they do not begin rehearsals without some kind of solid intention, “a
significant part of devising is to not know” (7).
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Being that the devising process is one of discovery, it is not surprising that
Frantic Assembly goes to great lengths to record and document as much of their
process as possible. The performers carry notebooks into the rehearsal room to capture
ideas, and keep diaries throughout the process. The company also utilizes a video
camera to record their improvisations. The video serves not only a documentary
purpose, but it also is used as a tool in the directing process. By watching a recording
of an improvisation, specific moments can be identified for the performers to recreate
and combine as they work towards a final version. The camera can also capture
moments that occurred by accident, but that are of interest to the company for further
exploration (Graham 35).
Frantic Assembly is often characterized as a physical theatre, a description that
the directors have come to resist, for fear of being lumped into a category with certain
expectations on the types of performances that they will deliver. It is much more
important to them to explore performance in a way that seems interesting and
appropriate, rather than cleaving to a particular style. While they may be resistant to
the physical theatre label, the directors do admit to being deeply occupied with
physical characterization and discovering physical truth in performance, believing that
physicality can serve a communicational need on par with the text (Graham 41).
Devised Theatre has grown in appeal and popularity in recent years for many theatre
artists. While devising places an emphasis on collaboration, it could be argued that
theatre has always been a collaborative art in one degree or another. Furthermore,
most groups still utilize a director who either guides the process or ultimately makes
traditional directorial decisions about how the performance should be (Govan 6). This
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makes it difficult to assume the appeal of devised theatre is a break from traditional
structures. A recurring idea among devising groups is a notion of self-determination,
that is, the groups create and perform works that have an interest or significance for
them. Graham and Hoggett of Frantic Assembly state that they “have openly reserved
the right to make the kind of theatre we like” (30).
Devising is focused on the creative process, and while each group may
approach that process differently, the end result is a play-text or performance score
that did not exist prior to its creation by the company (Govan 6). In addition, devising
has the potential to bring together a wide range of skills, thereby presenting rich and
unique artistic opportunities (Govan 5). Chaikin writes of bringing in noted
mythologist Joseph Campbell as part of the process for creating Terminal, to help the
group understand various myths about life and death, a situation that may be less
common in the rehearsal process for a traditional play (32—3). It is the focus on the
creative process, the creation of a new work based on the interests of the group, and
the potential for unique collaboration are key elements of devised theatre that seem to
make it appealing for artists. Certainly improvisation plays a key role in achieving that
sense of collaboration that leads to the creation of the final performance.
Perhaps the most significant development in the period of time covered here is
the development of improvisation as means for training actors. In previous periods,
improv existed solely as a means of performance. Beginning with Stanislavski and
further expounded upon by Spolin and Johnstone, improvisation is given a life off of
the stage in the rehearsal studio, away from the audience. As theatre performance
came to favor a more naturalistic style of acting, improv became a tool that could
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break the actor away from any contrived or unnatural stage habits. By removing the
script and improvising, actors can more freely and directly respond to each other and
the environments of the scene. On a larger scale, the use of improvisation in actor
training has been seen to stimulate the imagination and creativity of the performer,
which can help prepare an actor for a variety of roles, not just a particular
performance.
Another development is the role of improvisation in writing a script for
performance. Of course, all improvised performances “write” a script as they unfold,
but these works are ephemeral. In the case of Devised Theatre, improv can be used as
a part of the process that can ultimately results in a written script that can then be
repeated over and over like a traditional play.
Finally, we see the repetition of an earlier style of improvisation seen in
commedia and the Atellan farces, that of an improvised performance playing out
within a predefined structure or scenario. Interestingly, some practitioners have
attempted to push for a purer form of improv, one that favors process over product and
does not utilize predefined parameters. Yet even in this context, there seem to be rules
that are agreed upon that keep the performance from being a total free for all.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

Improvisation is linked inextricably with the history and practice of the theatre
itself. As we have seen, improv played a key role in the original development of the
theatre in Ancient Greece, as well as serving as a mode of performance in societies
throughout history that lacked access to a literary theatre. Time and again we also see
improv as a kind of populist performance, being played by the common people and/or
for the common people. And in many instances throughout history, the audience
favored improvised performance over scripted drama.
If we begin by surveying the history of improvisation, there are several general
conclusions that can be drawn. Perhaps the most immediate and significant of these is
that improvisational performance can serve a functional need in situations where
performing a written script is not possible. The fact that we see groups like the
Ancient Greeks, the Oscans, and medieval peasant classes turning to improvisation as
a mode of performance would seem to support Aristotle’s theory that mimesis and
enactment are natural human activities. Even without a written language, as in the case
of the pre-literate Greeks and Oscans, there is a desire to create a performance. As far
back as the Greek epic poets like Homer, we see improvisation being used at least
partially in the act of storytelling for an audience. With the development of dithyrambs
in Greece, and the Atellanae in Rome, improvisation moves beyond storytelling—a
narrator describing a series of events—and becomes enactment, with the performers
assuming the roles of actual characters. It is this desire to act out the story, rather than
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just tell it, which supports Aristotle’s claims regarding mimesis. Even without the
ability to write, these groups were able to use improvisation in order to create a
mimetic performance.
Studying the practice of improvisation, both historically and in the present day,
leads to another observation. For the purposes of this research, we have included as
improvisation many performances that have existed without a written script, the finetuned view could easily place those examples on a spectrum based on their degree of
spontaneity, from most spontaneous to least spontaneous. The Second City and
ImprovOlympic could exist far apart on this spectrum, for we have seen where
ImprovOlympic strives for pure improvisation in the moment, letting the process
guide them, Second City often plans their improvs in advance, and in some cases, has
already done a great deal of pre-scripting. This idea of a spectrum is not meant to
indicate that the more spontaneous or “pure” improv is to be favored or more highly
regarded than improv that is planned or partially scripted. Instead, it helps us to
understand the wide range of variety that can exist within improvisation. Improv does
not need to be an all or nothing style of performance. It does not have to be completely
spontaneous in order to be considered improv. Such a spectrum of spontaneity could
reside on a much larger spectrum of performance (as proposed by Courtney) that
ranges from formal theatre, through improvised theatre, to spontaneous theatre (Figure
4). This notion of a spectrum acknowledges that improvisation may be in place to
certain limited extents even in formal, scripted theatre, even if it is not a constant
factor (Courtney 88). Conversely, the spectrum can demonstrate that at least some sort
of underlying structure is in place even as we approach the more spontaneous end.
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Building on this notion of a spectrum of spontaneity, we can also assert that
improvisation does not exist in a vacuum. That is to say, no matter how spontaneous a
performance may be, there are always internal and external factors at work on the
improvisation. Improvisation is not the creation of something out of nothing. In one
way or another, there is the presence of a kind of preparation for the improvisation, a
planning out, or at the very least some kind of existing material that is foundational to
the performance. In the case of the dithyrambs and some medieval folk performances,
a preexisting mythology served as the source material for the performers to base their
improvisations on, which often took on certain religious overtones, becoming a kind
of communal worship in some situations.
The existence of stock characters in improvisational forms such as the
Atellanae, commedia, and even the work of The Second City also supports this idea of
preparation for improvisation. The stock characters bring with them predefined
attributes and ways of acting. The audience expects them to do certain things. The
Doctor is expected to be pedantic, The Captain is expected to be brash yet cowardly,
Arlecchino is expected to be dim-witted and yet cunning. These traits go beyond what
the audience expects for their own enjoyment; they are driving factors in the
improvisation itself. The dramatic conflict and action of the improvisation arises in
part from the interaction of the stock characters with their differing personality traits.
What is more, actors tended to specialize in a particular character for most of their
careers. The actor would have a deep familiarity with the character, and even in the
context of an improvised performance, would know immediately how the character
would react to and behave in a given situation. Finally, even though a form like
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commedia was improvised before the audience, the performance was not simply a
matter of putting the characters on stage and seeing what would happen. A scenario
had already been created, which essentially outlined the plot of the play, giving the
actors a roadmap to follow in their improvisation. Specific bits of business like the
lazzi and memorized speeches had also already been prepared, which the actors would
incorporate within the improvisation.
The work of groups like ImprovOlympic represent a level of preparation even
in their pursuit of “pure” improvisation. Performers with ImprovOlympic spend a
great deal of time practicing improv and learning the various games that go into a
performance. Their signature performance piece, The Harold, is itself very structured.
It is not simply an open-ended scene that is improvised. Instead, it follows an
established and agreed upon pattern of learned exercises and games that make up the
performance. That being said, the ending of a Harold is not predetermined, so while
the playing of the game utilizes restored behaviors and reincorporation of elements,
the final outcome is a result of how the scenes unfold in the moment.
In much the same way that improvised folk performances drew upon existing
mythology or communal history for a performance’s source material, so too do groups
engaged in Devised Theatre. Devising often requires a fair amount of research before
ever entering the rehearsal room in order to acquire a base of knowledge and material
with which to draw upon. That research is then used to inspire and guide
improvisations that will eventually be made into scripted scenes for the final
performance product.
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Even an instance of a performer improvising without the structure of a planned
scenario or practiced exercises cannot dismiss the idea of preparation or preexisting
material. In the case of George Washington’s moment of improvisation when speaking
to his officers, he was not only displaying a spontaneous reaction to the given
circumstances, i.e. his poor eyesight, but as we have learned, he was very familiar with
the theatre and displayed a great deal of skill throughout his career in using
theatricality to great effect. Furthermore, as was discussed in the introductory chapter,
improvisation represents a restoration of behavior. Simply put, regardless of how
talented a performer may be, he or she can only improvised based on what is already
known or can be at least imagined. The various elements that go into an improvised
performance are already present within the actor.
This line of thinking can be carried even further when we consider the role of
improvisation in actor training. In surveying the theories of some of the major
proponents of improvisation in actor training, a recurring theme has been a belief in
improv’s ability to help an actor achieve a greater sense of truth in performance, to be
more creative, and become more aware and receptive of his or her surroundings. In
doing so, improvisation can help the actor to realize his or her full creative potential.
In the context of theories of actor training, this unlocking of potential involves helping
the actor to access mental, emotional, and physical attributes that already present, but
possibly repressed through conditioning societal forces.
The research also indicates that, throughout its existence in one form or
another, improv has typically been very popular with audiences. In spite of—or
possibly because of—its popularity, improvisation has frequently come under fire
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throughout the centuries. There seems to be a resurgent anti-improv bias that often
manifests itself when a style of improvisational performance achieves a certain level
of success and popularity. In some situations, such as with the Atellanae, the Roman
Mime, and commedia dell’arte, this bias manifested itself in the form of playwrights
seeking to capitalize on the success of improvisation by creating scripted plays based
on the improvised performances, essentially attempting to capture lightening in a
bottle. It was a commonly held notion that written drama was superior to
improvisation, and no matter how successful the improv could be, it would be even
more so in a literary form.
In other instances, such as in eighteenth century Germany, the anti-improv bias
was much more direct. With its tendency to incorporate bawdiness and burlesque,
some theatre practitioners and politicians saw improvised performance as being far too
low-brow to occupy a place in civilized theatre, and therefor passed reforms to banish
improv from the stage. In spite of this, many came to the defense of improvisation
either directly or indirectly, as Goethe did by using his novels to make a case for both
the pedagogical values of improvisation, and the possible role it could play in creating
a new national theatre.
Even in the modern theatre this anti-improv bias can be seen. A prime example
is The Second City, where producers were doubtful that a truly improvised
performance could produce a commercially viable product shifted the work of the
company towards more scripted sketch comedy. A focus of product over process took
over the work, and the results betrayed—in the minds of many—the beliefs in
improvisation that had been a cornerstone to the foundation of the troupe.
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There is also, I believe, some measure of bias against improvisation within
academia. While most, if not all, university theatre programs utilize improvisation in
some form as part of their actor training programs, and many universities have student
improv troupes on campus, there still is a lack of scholarly work on the subject. Most
books written about improvisation are more of the “how-to” variety, with an emphasis
on different exercises and games that can be played (which of course are valuable in
their own right). One of the main motivations for writing this document was to place
improvisation within in a broader social context with an eye towards not only
identifying instances of improvisation, but also attempting to explain why it came into
being.
Of course, improv is a notoriously difficult subject to study, which probably
explains in part why there is not currently more scholarly work being done. Because
improvisation does not leave behind the standard theatrical artifact, i.e. a script, we are
forced to look to other sources of information, such as anecdotal accounts by those
who either witnessed or performed improv. This of course can be problematic,
because of questions of the validity of the source. What is more, the question can
always be asked, how much of what an audience saw was actually improvised? We
have seen throughout history into modern times performances that are billed as
improvisational, but in reality have various degrees of planning or outright scripting.
Yet in spite of these difficulties, I believe improvisation should be seen as an
area worthy of further study. As I hope my own research has shown, improvisation is
as much a part of the history of theatre as written drama, and remains so in the practice
of modern theatre, both as performance and as training. Not only has it been a
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continual presence throughout history, but also it is deeply intertwined with the human
experience as a whole. Individuals and communities engage in improvised
performance not as a simple entertainment, but to express common beliefs and to react
to the world around them. In the absence of a constructed script, improv can be a
deeply personal and direct expression of ideas and feelings from one group of
individuals to another. This directness may explain part of improvisation’s appeal,
both for actors and audiences. It is not, as in the case of a written play, a performance
of someone else’s story using someone else’s words. Instead, the performance is
created more or less in the moment, using only what is available internally and
externally to the actors. When we consider Chaos Theory, we see that improv is
particularly sensitive to factors both within and surrounding the performance. While
certainly all forms of theatre exhibit this kind of sensitivity, and no two performances
of the same play are ever exactly alike because of it, improvised performance does not
have a written script to fall back on. The performance is conditioned and influenced as
much by the audience and the environment as it is by the individual performers. As
such, improvisation has the potential to be a much more communal form of
performance than scripted drama.
Because of this connection with the audience, and the potential for greater
communality in performance, I believe improvisation is a subject worthy of further
and deeper scholarly investigation. Not only does it have a rich and varied history, as
all styles of theatre do, but it presents uniqueness in performance through its
immediate creativity and audience interaction that does not always exist in other
styles. This certainly is an area that has the potential for further exploration, to explain
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not only why improv exists, but also how it does what it does, and what makes it
successful. Other lines of research that may be worth pursuing would be a continuing
investigation of the role of improvisation in societies that engage in ritual or folk
drama. Furthermore, as this document focused exclusively on Western performance,
future research could examine instances of improvisation in other cultures around the
world.
At the outset of this document, Chaos Theory was presented as a framework
for examining improvisation. In looking at the various examples of improv throughout
history, I conclude that not all improvisation is necessarily chaotic. For chaos theory to
apply, the improv must be nonlinear, meaning that the exact outcomes cannot be
known, and it must be deterministic, exhibiting a sensitivity to initial conditions that
determines how the improvisation will play out. I believe that most, if not all, of the
examples studied here are in fact deterministic. The effects of the environment, the
other actors, the audience, all help to shape the action of the performance in these
various cases. However, they most certainly are not all nonlinear. The Atellanae and
commedia, as well as modern forms like The Second City make use of prearranged
scenarios. These cannot be nonlinear because their outcome is already known in
advance. What transpires within the scenario may at times be nonlinear, but the
structure allows the actors to always have a place to return to, and a planned goal to
achieve.
It is the forms of improvisation that more totally embrace spontaneity, such as
the Harold, that seem to be the most in keeping with the idea of a truly nonlinear
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system. An audience suggestion may serve as the initial condition that launches the
actors down a path with no idea of where they will end up.
In fact, it would seem that the majority of the examples discussed here might
be lacking in terms of their nonlinearity. However, I think the language and principles
of chaos theory are still a useful way of examining improvisation, and theatre in
general. Going back to the earlier idea of a spectrum of performance, we could also
describe performance in terms of its linearity, with traditional theatre being the most
linear and improvisations like the Harold being the most nonlinear.
If the research presented here does nothing else, hopefully it at least reframes
the ideas that some may have about improvisation. It is not simply getting up on stage
and making stuff up. There is much more to it than just that. “Improvisation is not
some poor relation to ‘legitimate’ theatre, such as ballet or opera. It is an art form that
stands on its own, with its own discipline and aesthetics” (Halpern 14).
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Figure 4. A possible spectrum of spontaneous theatrical performance (Courtney 85).
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