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There are two kinds of intelligence: one acquired, as a child in school memorizes facts and concepts from books and from what the teacher says, collecting information from the traditional sciences as well as from the new sciences.

With such intelligence you rise in the world. You get ranked ahead or behind others in regard to your competence in retaining information. You stroll with this intelligence in and out of fields of knowledge, getting always more marks on your preserving tablets.

There is another kind of tablet, one already completed and preserved inside you. A spring overflowing its springbox. A freshness in the center of the chest. This other intelligence does not turn yellow or stagnate. It’s fluid, and it doesn’t move from outside to inside through the conduits of plumbing-learning.

This second knowing is a fountainhead from within you, moving out.

—RUMI, “TWO KINDS OF INTELLIGENCE,” translated by Coleman Barks




[prologue]

When I was eleven years old and living in Richmond, Virginia, my mother bought me a paint-by-numbers kit. The subject was a leafy maple tree. I loved the silky feel of the brushes, the touch of the textured canvas, and the oily smell of the paints. I painted carefully, always getting the prescribed colors just right, critical if I went over a line even slightly. My formula painting seemed beautiful to me, and my father declared proudly: “Patsy is an artist.” Other kits followed, and I faithfully continued to paint inside the lines.

I had found the way to live: Always go by the rules. Use the recipe. Follow the pattern. Rehearse the script. Copy the masters. I followed the lines in everything I did, even though I considered myself an artist, a theater artist at first. With theater, you were given your lines, and all you had to do was bring them to life. That seemed easy. I went to study at Wayne State University to get a graduate degree so that I could teach. After three years with the Hilberry Classic Repertory Company and several hundred performances, I moved on to accept an assistant professorship at Denison University in Ohio, teaching acting. I longed to be normal and have a dependable and ordinary life. I rented a house perched on a hill in Granville, Ohio, began collecting furniture and art, and cultivated a coterie of university friends and colleagues.

This was the job of my dreams. I had a regular (albeit modest) paycheck, generous benefits, the prestige of being a professor, long holidays, and the security of being part of a small college family. My one goal in life was to make that dream permanent—and the way to do that was to gain tenure. I studied the politics of the university and volunteered for any task that would look good on my academic résumé. I chaired the Governance Review Commission. I took on a prestigious assignment as Denison’s regional director for the Great Lakes Colleges Association New York Arts Program. I allied myself with the right people. I taught nine different classes in my department, volunteering to fill any void that appeared in the curriculum. I was popular and, in my fifth year, won a university prize for excellence in teaching. My résumé of college service, professional activity, and classroom experience seemed flawless. The tenure review came, and my interviews went well. I was all set to put a down payment on a home in Granville when the decision was announced.

Sorry

The notification letter thanked me for my considerable service and informed me that my teaching “lacked intellectual distinction.” This made no sense to me, since I had recently won a teaching award, had chosen each career move to impress the academy, and had done everything by the book. I had painted inside the lines—well. So where had I gone wrong?

I had never taken a chance. I had not once followed an impulse or listened to the beat of my own drum. Polonius’s instruction “To thine own self be true” flashed in mind. I had not been true to my self. It had not occurred to me that there was another way of living that did not require a script. To find that way I would need to learn to listen to and trust myself. (The real discovery came years later when I understood that I had to trust something greater than myself.)

I had tried to be worthy of receiving tenure. I didn’t understand that this worthiness could come only from honoring my own voice. Making decisions solely to please others is a formula destined to fail. The people I admired were not looking over their shoulders to see if their peers were applauding. They were heeding their inner promptings. “I do this because I know it needs to be done.” My search for validation had diverted me from discerning what was uniquely mine.

Denison was right to let me go. Once I had been denied tenure I imagined my academic career to be finished and that it would be unlikely for me to find another university job. I was wrong, fortunately. Before I had even served out a lame-duck year, the chairman of Penn State University’s lively theater program offered me an assistant professorship, teaching acting and voice. Someone had left a position on short notice, and I was a qualified candidate. I was overjoyed to have been given another chance.

I promised myself that whatever happened I would never again make choices simply to impress others or to gain status. I would listen to my own drum and march to it. And while I was commonly clumsy with the sticks, I began drumming, so to speak. I gave up doing things “for my résumé.” I took up tai chi and spent summers dancing and traveling, studying Eastern religion and expanding my vision of life. My view of theater was no longer bounded by the proscenium arch. I was drawn to the anthropology of acting, and I began to explore, dream, and act. I opened my eyes, looked around, and said yes. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was becoming an improviser, learning to listen and to trust my imagination.

Two years later Stanford University enticed me away from Penn State by offering me the job of heading up their undergraduate acting program. It seems no accident that my academic life began to flower at the same time I was exploring this valuable life lesson of improvisation. California was where I needed to be, and in the summer of 1977, in a rusty mint green Mercury Marquis Brougham with shiny brocade seats, I drove across the United States to accept my exciting position on the “Farm.”

Painting Outside the Lines

During a trip to Kyoto in the early 1980s, I found myself searching for picture postcards to send home. Instead of selling cards singly, the Japanese prefer to offer a selection of cards in small packs. As I wandered the street looking for single cards, I stumbled into an art-supply store, where I pulled out my dictionary and carefully asked for “hagaki, onegaishimasu” (“postcards, please”). The smiling salesgirl rushed over to a case and pulled out a block of twelve postcards. However, they were blank and made of watercolor paper. She put them on the counter, pleased that she had understood my request. And before I had time to explain that I was actually looking for scenic views, she had placed alongside the tablet a tiny watercolor paint set, half the size of the cards. It contained a miniature brush that could be extended by using the cap to elongate the tip. Charmed by this offer, and not wishing to disappoint the helpful clerk, I purchased the paints and cards and left the store.

I walked to a park near a temple and sat on a bench, looking at peach-colored azaleas in a carefully tended garden. I had a small plastic container, part of some packaging of cookies, and I filled it with water from a drinking fountain. I opened the watercolor set, took out the blank cards and sat wondering what would happen. I remembered Dad’s pronouncement: “Patsy is an artist.” I laughed at the thought. I’m not, of course, and since I’m not, it doesn’t matter what I do. Why not just play with the paints and see what happens? And so I began to improvise. I looked at the azalea and dabbed my brush in the little paint box. A whoosh of peach, a splash of green … a flower, a tree. The lines and numbers had all disappeared. Now I could discover what was there.

Life is an improvisation, and if we are lucky, a long one. It may end unexpectedly, and for some, too soon. I won’t be the first author to remind readers to seize the day to live each precious moment fully and with gusto. Students who believed that something was missing in their lives were drawn to my classes because they thought improv might have an answer (even while doubting their ability to do it). They imagined improvisers as part of some inner circle of talent, endowed with magical abilities or special wit and charm.

I know that improvisation has nothing to do with wit, glibness, or comic ability. A good improviser is someone who is awake, not entirely self-focused, and moved by a desire to do something useful and give something back and who acts upon this impulse. My students wanted to know the password for joining the society of such people, to play fearlessly, and to work with greater ease.

Here is the password—it is yes! Understanding the power of yes is easy; practicing that acceptance and affirmation in daily life becomes our challenge.

I’m writing to encourage you to improvise your life, please. I want you to take chances and do more of the things that are important to you. I’m hoping that you will make more mistakes, laugh more often, and have some adventures. I’d be very pleased if you began observing the details of our human interdependence; in particular, seeing those who are contributing to your welfare, right now, and who probably go unnoticed. And I would clap my hands with delight if I learned that you had done something new and worthwhile after using the advice in this book.

What is heartening to me is the growing pile of mash notes, testimonials, and e-mails from former students, undergraduate and adult, who have tried improv and found encouragement and answers. Their stories, which are true, illustrate the journey of opening oneself to possibility. I have created new names for many of the characters here, out of respect for their confidences. I hope some of my students will recognize themselves in these pages.

We have all become more cautious, less inclined to risk anything in our post-9/11 world. Safety has become the greatest good. Homeland security is the nation’s watchword. We are staying inside and watching more television. Travel, one of life’s great forms of improvisation, has fallen off dramatically. And if national security isn’t what is bothering us, it is easy to avoid doing anything new for fear of personal failure or looking silly. We are rapidly becoming a nation of naysayers and stay-at-homes. The double-edged sword of technology has given us tools that eliminate even the need for leaving the house to check out a video. There is almost nothing we can’t buy at home, sitting comfortably in our pajamas at a computer terminal. And when we do go out, is it mainly to shop, to go to the mall? Is it just too much trouble to be a good neighbor or friend? What is happening to our daily life and to our dreams?

What is missing in your life? The paperweight on my desk challenges me to ask the bumper-sticker question: “What would you do if you knew you would not fail?” What would you do?

As improvisers we discover that we don’t need this unrealistic guarantee to begin. The only real failure is not doing anything. Why not explore, get moving on your life, kick-start your dreams, paint outside the lines? This book will provide inspiration and practical suggestions. Try them.

The Improvisers’ World

There’s a secret society, known to the initiated as “the improv world.” I’ve been a member of this circle since the 1980s and even founded the Stanford Improvisors, who are part of an international web of groups with such colorful names as Legally Dead Parrots, Bay Area Theatresports™, True Fiction Magazine, Without a Net, and The Purple Crayon. This loosely knit network is focused around the study and performance of improvised theater. They are “‘Yes’ sayers.”

It is easy to be around these folks. They are can-do people. They have learned a way of working together on stage that commonly spills over into their daily lives. There is a spirit of cooperation. If I forget something, my colleagues cover for me. Everyone seems to say “thank you” often, and “I’m sorry” slips naturally off the tongue. We smile and laugh a lot. We rarely need committee meetings to decide things. We do stuff. We make mistakes, sometimes whoppers. We correct them or we capitalize on them. We notice how much others are doing for us. We have fun. We screw up; we apologize. We get on one another’s nerves sometimes. We move on. We create life and art together. We improvise. Keith Johnstone’s encouraging quotation from Impro reminds us that this habit can be acquired:


There are people who prefer to say “Yes,” and there are people who prefer to say “No.” Those who say “Yes” are rewarded by the adventures they have, and those who say “No” are rewarded by the safety they attain. There are far more “No” sayers around than “Yes” sayers, but you can train one type to behave like the other.



“I could never do that,” says an observer watching players invent a story together on stage. But you can. These people aren’t special in the sense of having uncommon talents. There are no Robin Williams-type comic geniuses among us. We are ordinary folk just like you. The truth is, human beings are improvisers by nature.

Today there are more than 293 million Americans who will need to improvise. Everybody, unless performing a scripted play, makes up his life as he goes along. We are all improvising. Why not do it like a professional? Improvisation is a metaphor, a path, and a system; it is a modus operandi that anyone can learn. Imagine a life brimming with spontaneity. See yourself coping effortlessly with a demanding boss, a tired child, an unexpected turn of fate. Hear yourself speaking at a meeting without a script. Feel yourself alive, poised, and ready for any adventure. Learn simple techniques used for centuries by actors and musicians, and discover how to apply them to your life. The world of improv is a portal into mindfulness and magic.

I learned these principles while teaching the art and wizardry of improvisation over three decades as a drama professor at Stanford, working as a creativity consultant to corporations, and serving as a private counselor. Apart from jazz, until the last decade the medium for learning improvisation has been theater training. During the rise of the dot-coms, improvisation training became popular with entrepreneurs, engineers, people in job transition, stay-at-home moms, and Zen and yoga students, as well as theater folks. Recently it has come into its own as a paradigm that can be used for corporate training, team building, psychological interventions, education, and personal growth. Couples, families, work units, clubs, and neighborhoods can also grow using improvisation. But what about in our daily life, where we have no choice but to improvise? The maxims of improv can help us meet real-life challenges more skillfully, and with a sense of humor.

“Improv is a kind of tai chi for the soul,” wrote a former student in my Continuing Studies class; it provides a workout that helps to shake loose rigid patterns of thinking and doing. For many of us, age produces an increased tendency to rely on known patterns, if not an all-out petrifaction. It becomes harder to take risks. We rely on conservative choices and hold on to what we know or perceive to be security. It becomes more natural to say no. Criticism and complaints come more easily. The vibrancy of our life seems to be dimming. Keith Johnstone speaks of this as the world becoming “grayer.”

As this dulling of perception bleeds (or expands) onto the canvas of our daily life, a longing may emerge to reconnect with our own creative force, to see the world in color again. This accounts, no doubt, for the popularity of Julia Cameron’s The Artist’s Way, a how-to book for those who want to recapture the artist within. Like Cameron, I believe we are all artists. We just need to show up and begin the activity.

Clearly, there are many paths that can lead toward the opening of the creative self. The practice of improvisation (in contrast, say, to that of writing or painting) teaches something that we are hungry to understand: how to be in harmony with one another and how to have fun. We practice improvisation not only to “express ourselves” but to connect with others in a more immediate way.

Improvising invites us to lighten up and look around. It offers an alternative to the controlling way many of us try to lead our lives. It requires that we say yes and be helpful rather than argumentative; it offers us a chance to do things differently. These ideas will seem familiar to those who have studied Eastern thought.

My training and inspiration come from two sources: one from the drama theories of Keith Johnstone, author of the classic text on improvisation, Impro, and founder of International Theatresports,™ and the other from the world of psychology. Dr. David K. Reynolds, anthropologist and international authority on Japanese psychology, developed a paradigm known as Constructive Living®. Ideas from this life way are embedded in the maxims of improv. The teachings of Johnstone and Reynolds have been deep rivers for me. Nearly ten years ago I felt them flow together in my work in the classroom. The improv stage became the platform and laboratory where the psychology of purposeful living could be taught and practiced indirectly. Students showed up for fun but left with useful advice.

My debt to these creative men is immeasurable. My personal life has been enriched and stabilized by applying the knowledge from their two worlds. It is their combined wisdom that pervades this book. I would like to invite everyone to become an improviser. Join our elite club right now. Remember that you already have the password, which is yes!

The First Improvisers

Long before there was planning, there was improvising. For millennia humans functioned naturally only by thinking on their feet, problem-solving in the here and now. I wake up. I look around carefully. I hunt for food. I share it with my fellow primates. We find a warm, dry place to sleep. We have a few laughs.

At some point, however, survival demanded planning; the cave folk who wolfed down just the berries at hand and trout only as it swam by didn’t make it through the long, freezing winters. To stay alive, early man needed to cultivate the capacity to think ahead and stow away food for the lean times. This development in human history marked the end of improvising as our primary modus vivendi. Enter the appointment calendar. We learned to worry about the future. This growth into higher brain functioning came with a long-term cost.

Leapfrogging thousands of years into the present, we find ourselves nearly strangled by the planning instinct. For some of us it is our life. We plan when we should execute. We make lists, worry, or theorize (often endlessly) when we ought to be responding. We choose safety above all else. We seem to have lost the knack of looking at the day with fresh eyes or doing anything out of our comfort zone.

While an ordinary day may be punctuated by the rituals of getting out of bed, filling the coffeemaker, taking in the paper, going to work, and sitting down at our desk or workstation, what actually goes on (both the specific content and the quality of these behaviors) is always changing. Reality continually presents itself as a fresh moment. I have the choice of going through the motions, plodding along half asleep, or waking up to my life. I can choose to do things differently right now.

Is improvisation a skill that can be learned? You bet. You may be surprised to learn that it is actually a method of working. There are rules of conduct about what to do and how to pay attention while you are creating in the spur of the moment. (For example, an improviser learns to memorize a name the first time it is mentioned.)

Improvising can give us a taste of the primal freedom that our early ancestors experienced before they turned their attention to planning; it is an exhilarating way to live. Charles Darwin recognized the value of this when he wrote, “In the long history of humankind (and animalkind, too) those who learned to collaborate and improvise most effectively have prevailed.” While our body knowledge of the art of improv seems to be cellular, most of us don’t consider ourselves to be improvisers. We all fear the unknown and doubt our ability to respond spontaneously, even though we have seen countless examples of this talent at work. The adrenaline that fills us when we are helping someone in an emergency is a reminder that we are improvisers by nature.

Then there is the stumbling block of humor.

Not Everything Is Funny

There is a common misunderstanding that improvisation is primarily the study of comedy. Some improv does yield comedy. The popularity of Drew Carey’s Whose Line Is It Anyway? has been a mixed blessing for the improv world. Television viewers now equate improv with the fast-paced utterances of Wayne Brady and his witty cohorts. Yes, these funny actors are creating comedic sketches on the spot. However, improv as a method is used for much more than comedy. It is also a time-honored way to explore dramatic situations or the nature of a character in the theater, as well as to create music and dance.

On the home front, some improvisations produce a delicious dinner, a last-minute handmade birthday card, or words of appreciation at a retirement party. Fixing a flat tire is usually an improvisation. All of parenting is improvised; no book prepares us for it. All conversation—indeed, all natural speech, if you think about it—is an improvisation. Unless you are performing a memorized text or a rehearsed speech, whenever you speak you are improvising.

Understanding how the improv system works can lead you to act more like a skilled jazz musician and less like a tuba player who has dropped her sheet music. Winging it need not be terrifying. This book will introduce you to the laws of improv—improv maxims, I call them. Each chapter will explain how a particular principle works, point out common obstacles, and offer some “try this” exercises. When you come across an exercise that appeals to you, put it into practice right away, if possible. I’ve included a variety of them, hoping that everyone who reads this book will experiment with a few.

An excellent manual on swimming is useless until you jump into the pool. Getting wet is what it’s all about. So it is with improvising. My aim is to nudge you out of your comfortable poolside chair, guide you as you climb onto the high board, and cheer you on as you dive into the clear, crystal water. Or perhaps you find yourself slogging through some murky marsh instead of looking at a cool swimming pool. Improv may help you there as well.

When Not to Improvise

Keep in mind that improvisation is a tool and should always be put into service with a healthy dose of common sense. It is a way of doing things that emphasizes a flexible mind and a sense of humor; it is not a scientific method. While there is much in life that requires thoughtful planning, even the most meticulously scripted event (a wedding, for example) will have moments that come alive when improvised. The most believable performances in the traditional theater have the quality of an improvisation; they seem to be happening in real time. We value the authentic, the spontaneous.

A successful life involves both planning and improvising. Sometimes we actually do need a script. Those scripts that are working well for us (positive habits, for example) should be preserved and treasured. Spontaneity for its own sake is never the key. Knowing which strategy to use involves examining things clearly. Our moment-to-moment experience is improvisational, even though it exists within a structure or plan. That is, life brings us opportunities, questions, and problems to solve, and we respond in real time, trying to make sense out of each challenge or offer. How we live our lives within the structure of our day is an eternal improvisation.

The invitation to improvise is not a prescription for a careless approach to life. True improvisation is always an act of responsibility; it implies a conscious morality. We may know individuals who flaunt spontaneity as the supreme virtue and excuse thoughtless or selfish behavior in the name of “going with the flow.” I am reminded of an inscription on a gold-lettered plaque over the oak bar in a Welsh pub: PISCES MORTUI SOLUM CUM FLUMINE NATANT. (“Only dead fish go with the flow”) Failure to plan can have real consequences. Scheduling medical checkups is important. It is a good idea to buy airline tickets in advance, fill up the gas tank before the fuel gauge signals empty and pay a parking ticket the day you receive it. Retirement savings is best started decades in advance.

You are always the one steering the canoe, however. Sometimes on the white-water-rapids course it is both relaxing and exhilarating to be swept along by the swells, oars at rest, watching the scenery and marveling at the ease of it all. And sometimes we must paddle like hell against the current in order to take a fork in the river.

In 1982 I took a year off from teaching to circumnavigate the globe. I bought a one-way, around-the-world airline ticket. I was allowed to make as many stops as I liked, in the line of direction, but couldn’t backtrack or go too far north or south of my last stop, and I had to complete my journey within twelve months. Buying the ticket gave me a sense of stability (planning); experiencing all the places was the great adventure. Planning provided a platform for me to improvise. Taking an improvised step always leads you somewhere.

Notice where you are going.




End of sample
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