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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 ɹrst. 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
beneɹts, 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 diʃerent classes in my department,
volunteering to ɹll any void that appeared in the curriculum. I was popular and, in my
ɹfth year, won a university prize for excellence in teaching. My résumé of college
service, professional activity, and classroom experience seemed ɻawless. 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 notiɹcation 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” ɻashed 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 ɹnd 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 ɹnished and that it would be unlikely for me to ɹnd 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 oʃered 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 oʃering me
the job of heading up their undergraduate acting program. It seems no accident that my
academic life began to ɻower 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 oʃer 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 oʃer, 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 ɹlled 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 ɻower, 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 ɹrst 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 conɹdences. 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 oʃ 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 oʃ the tongue. We smile and
laugh a lot. We rarely need committee meetings to decide things. We do stuʃ. 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 eʃortlessly 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 oʃers 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 oʃers us a chance to do things diʃerently. 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 ɻow 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 ɹnd 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, ɹlling
the coʃeemaker, taking in the paper, going to work, and sitting down at our desk or
workstation, what actually goes on (both the speciɹc 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
eʃectively 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 ɹlls 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 ɻat
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 oʃer 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 ɹnd 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 ɻexible
mind and a sense of humor; it is not a scientiɹc 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 oʃer. 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 ɻaunt spontaneity as the supreme virtue and excuse thoughtless
or selɹsh behavior in the name of “going with the ɻow.” 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 ɹsh go with the ɻow”) Failure to plan can have real
consequences. Scheduling medical checkups is important. It is a good idea to buy airline
tickets in advance, ɹll 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 oʃ 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.
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[the first maxim]

say yes

… yes I said yes I will Yes.

—JAMES JOYCE, Ulysses

his is going to sound crazy. Say yes to everything. Accept all oʃers. Go along with
the plan. Support someone else’s dream. Say “yes”; “right”; “sure”; “I will”; “okay”;

“of course”; “YES!” Cultivate all the ways you can imagine to express aɽrmation. When
the answer to all questions is yes, you enter a new world, a world of action, possibility,
and adventure. Molly Bloom’s famous line from Ulysses draws us into her ecstasy.
Humans long to connect. Yes glues us together. Yes starts the juices rolling. Yes gets us
into heaven and also into trouble. Trouble is not so bad when we are in it together,
actually.

The world of yes may be the single most powerful secret of improvising. It allows
players who have no history with one another to create a scene eʃortlessly,
telepathically. Safety lies in knowing your partner will go along with whatever idea you
present. Life is too short to argue over which movie to see. Seize the ɹrst idea and go
with it. Don’t confuse this with being a “yes-man,” implying mindless pandering. Saying
yes is an act of courage and optimism; it allows you to share control. It is a way to
make your partner happy. Yes expands your world.

Gertrude, one of my adult students and a mother of three small children, reported a
lively adventure based on her application of this maxim. “Friday, my eight-year-old,
Samantha, burst into the kitchen with a gleam in her eyes. ‘Mommy Mommy, there’s a
monster in the closet!’ she shrieked. Normally, I would have thought my best reply to be
a reality check for her. I would have said something like: ‘No, dear, there is no monster
in the closet. It’s just your imagination, sweetie.’ Instead, considering the rule of yes, I
turned from the dishes I was washing and said: ‘There is? Wow, let’s go see!’ I
accompanied her to the closet, where we had a dynamic encounter with the monster,
capturing it and squealing with delight as we tickled it into disappearing. It was a
magical shared adventure. I would never have thought of joining Samantha’s fantasy
before considering the rule of yes! Thanks, improv.”

It is undoubtedly an exaggeration to suggest that we can say yes to everything that
comes up, but we can all say yes to more than we normally do. Once you become aware
that you can, you will see how often we use the technique of blocking in personal
relationships simply out of habit. Turning this around can bring positive and unexpected
results.

I can remember the day nearly forty years ago when I made a conscious decision to



adopt the yes rule. I was attending a tai chi workshop, and a woman whom I hardly
knew asked if I could give her a ride home. I normally shy away from encounters with
strangers, much preferring silence over casual social exchange. My heart sinks if I ɹnd
myself with a chatty airplane seat-mate who wants to talk for the entire ɻight. I
couldn’t ɹnd a good reason to say no, so I said yes. She climbed into my car, and I
pulled the old Chevy onto the freeway. As we searched politely for areas of common
interest, the conversation turned to our tai chi experience and our physical well-being. I
learned that she, too, had some problems with lower back pain. We commiserated, and
she oʃered the name of a wise and skillful acupuncturist who had helped her
considerably. As we parted, she wrote down the name and phone number of the healer
and handed it to me while thanking me for the ride. What struck me at that moment
was my wrongheadedness. I had thought that I was doing her a favor in giving her a
ride, when it seemed (and here we get into some metaphysical diɽculty with language)
reality (the universe? my guardian angel?) was actually oʃering me some help. The
acupuncturist turned out to be a godsend. I would not have found him without the
connection with the woman I drove home. “Always say yes if someone asks for help and
you can give it,” I vowed. I admit a selɹsh motive in adopting this rule at that time, but
the maxim has become a great teacher. Who benefits as we say yes to life? Notice.

Saying yes (and following through with support) prevents you from committing a
cardinal sin—blocking. Blocking comes in many forms; it is a way of trying to control
the situation instead of accepting it. We block when we say no, when we have a better
idea, when we change the subject, when we correct the speaker, when we fail to listen,
or when we simply ignore the situation. The critic in us wakes up and runs the show.
Saying no is the most common way we attempt to control the future. For many of us the
habit is so ingrained that we don’t notice we are doing it. We are not only experienced
at blocking others, we commonly block ourselves. “I’m not good at brush painting, so
why bother? Whatever made me think I could do art?” “I’ll never be the cook that Mom
was, so I might as well order take-out.” Blocking is often cleverly disguised as the
critical or academic perspective. Finding fault is its hallmark. A sophisticated critic may
even appear to be agreeing by oʃering the “yes but” response. Try substituting “yes
and” for “yes but”—this will get the ball rolling.

The spirit of improvising is embodied in the notion of “yes and.” Agreement begins
the process; what comes next is to add something or develop the oʃer in a positive
direction. Avoiding this next step is a form of blocking. I once taught a student who was
scared to add anything to a scene unless he was instructed to do so. I think he was
afraid of making a mistake. If Martha walked over to him on stage and proʃered an
imaginary ice-cream cone, Sheldon would accept the cone and just stand there, holding
it. He appeared positive, seemed to be saying yes to the oʃer. But nothing else
happened. Sheldon just stood there, blankly, until Martha advanced the scene by saying:
“The elephants are coming right after these clowns.” Sheldon’s unwillingness to add
something to the story became a kind of aggression. Players learn that sharing the
control of the story is the only way to really have a good time. The rule of “yes and” can



be used in relationships. Build upon someone else’s dream. And when you are meeting
new people, it is helpful to volunteer information about yourself, your interests,
hobbies, dreams. This can open a door to friendship.

try this:

Support someone else’s dreams. Pick a person (your spouse, child, boss), and, for a

week, agree with all of her ideas. Find something right about everything he says or does.

Look for every opportunity to oʃer support. Consider her convenience and time

preferences ahead of your own. Give him the spotlight. Notice the results.

As we practice this aɽrmative response to life, positive things can happen. Kathleen
Norris, in Amazing Grace, points out the connection between the impulse to say yes and
our capacity for faith. “An alert human infant, at about one month of age, begins to
build a vocabulary, making sense of the chaos of sound that bombards the senses. …
Eventually the rudiments of words come; often ‘Mama,’ ‘Dada,’ ‘Me,’ and the all-purpose
‘No!’ An unqualiɹed ‘Yes’ is a harder sell, to both children and adults. To say ‘yes’ is to
make a leap of faith, to risk oneself in a new and often scary relationship. Not being
quite sure of what we are doing or where it will lead us, we try on assent, we commit
ourselves to aɽrmation. With luck, we ɹnd our eʃorts are rewarded. The vocabulary of
faith begins.”

I can’t remember a time in history when the need for optimism and aɽrmation has
been greater. In an article that examined how prevailing ɹlm sensibilities portrayed the
question of individuality on screen in the last century, San Francisco Chronicle critic Mick
LaSalle made this shocking claim: “American movies [2004] are more cynical and
despairing than before. Their implicit message: people are garbage and the world is
terrifying.”1 Negative images surround us. Unimaginable horrors are now part of our
collective unconscious.

With the rule of yes, we call upon our capacity to envision, to create new and positive
images. This yes invites us to ɹnd out what is right about the situation, what is good
about the oʃer, what is worthy in the proposal. Exercising the yes muscle builds
optimism. However, we sensibly understand that the practice of aɽrmation is not a
guarantee of outcomes. Saying yes to life will not banish problems or promise eternal
success. A positive perspective is a constructive one, however, and it is easier on those
around us.



try this:

For one day say yes to everything. Set your own preferences aside. Notice the results.

See how often it may not be convenient or easy to do this.

Obviously, use common sense in executing this rule. If you are a diabetic and are

oʃered a big piece of pie, you’ll need to ɹnd a way to protect your health. Perhaps you

can say boldly, “Yes, I’d love to have this pie to take home to my son who adores

cherries.”

Inventing Proverbs

There is wisdom in all of us. A beloved game that I learned from Rebecca Stockley, a
professional improviser and educator, involves inventing a new proverb by speaking it
one word at a time. This is done by a group of players who add the next most logical
word to what has gone before. Do this quickly without “thinking” of a good idea. When
it is clear that the proverb is ɹnished (and this seems to happen by a natural consensus),
all the players put on a “knowing, wise look,” tap their ɹngers together in a prayerlike
mudra, and say, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes …,” aɽrming the wisdom of whatever sage or
nonsense aphorism has been invented by the group. It is very easy to teach and to play
this game, and it often releases a lot of laughter.

Liz, a graduate student in product design, stayed after class one day to share a story.
She had just returned from being at home with her family, who were all reeling from the
sad news of a cancer diagnosis for their father. “Everyone has been so disheartened
about this that I thought we needed a little cheering,” said Liz. “Improv was our tonic. I
taught the Proverbs game to the family, and we sat around the dinner table playing it.
We were all actually able to laugh at the sometimes wise and often crazy sayings that
we created together. We needed this laughter.”

“Always … look … before … crossing … a … chicken.” Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!
“Try … not … to … laugh … when … you … look … at … your … waistline.” Yes,

yes, yes, yes, yes!
“Women … know … when … the … soup … is … done.” Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!

try this:

Teach the Proverbs game to some friends and play it around the dinner table. Enjoy



your combined wisdom.

[the first maxim]
say yes

* Just say yes.

* Become a “can-do” person.

* Look for the positive spin, for what is right.

* Agree with those around you.

* Cultivate yes phrases: “You bet”; “You are right”; “I’m with you”; “Good idea”;
etc.

* Substitute “Yes and” for “Yes but.” Add something to build the conversation.

* Exercise the yes muscle. This builds optimism and hope.
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[the second maxim]

don’t prepare

Empty yourself of everything.

—LAO TSE, Tao Te Ching

ive up planning. Clear your mind instead of ɹlling it. Don’t spend your energy in
preparing for the future. Redirect it to the present moment. Instead of packing,

show up empty-handed but alert, cheerful, and ready to receive unexpected gifts.
Change the habit of getting ready for life in favor of getting on with it now.

We often substitute planning, ruminating, or list-making for actually doing something
about our dreams. Hence, the Boy Scout motto, the insurance industry, and a world of
to-do-list software. The habit of excessive planning impedes our ability to see what is
actually in front of us. The mind that is occupied is missing the present.

No one is suggesting that open-heart surgery should be improvised. I want a surgeon
who has performed the procedure before, studied the method, and succeeded a number
of times. However, if my operation is not going according to formula, I certainly hope
that my doctor is a good improviser. I hope that she can look with fresh eyes at what
needs to be done.

Imagine a language class in which students sitting in rows are expected to translate a
passage. It’s natural to count ahead and ɹgure out which sentences you will have to
decipher when your turn comes. Your attention ɹxates on the material ahead, and you
are missing what others are saying. Their data is critical to the context of the passage
you will be translating, but you don’t hear it. Experiments in social psychology have
conɹrmed that we don’t listen very well when we are going to be called on. Most
participants had no memory of the names of those who introduced themselves just
before or just after them. We are either preparing our own remarks or judging how well
we did. Everyone does this to some extent—think ahead, when we ought to be listening.

To improvise, it is essential that we use the present moment eɽciently. An instant of
distraction—searching for a witty line, for example —robs us of our investment in what
is actually happening. We need to know everything about this moment.

Instead of preparing an outcome, ready yourself for whatever may come. Open your
eyes, breathe fully, and attend to just this moment. Make it your world. Allow planning
or thinking-ahead thoughts to pass through if they occur. If your mind gets absorbed in
these thoughts (“stockpiling,” I call it), redirect your attention to a detail in the
immediate environment. Just as stray thoughts occur in a meditation, allow planning
thoughts to pass by like clouds. Don’t go with them.



Substitute attention for preparation. Then you will be working in real time. Focusing
attention on the present puts you in touch with a kind of natural wisdom. When you
enter the moment with heightened awareness, what you need to do becomes obvious.
You discover that you already have the answers. Each of us is full of images, words,
solutions, advice, stories. Trust your imagination. Trust your mind. Allow yourself to be
surprised. This way of working feels quite diʃerent from that of “thinking up an
answer.”

Or if the notion of not being prepared is simply too much, try substituting the idea
“Be prepared to let go” or “Be ready to go wherever things are going.” Cultivate a
flexible mind that is ready to act.

try this:

Spend a day without a plan. Have an adventure. Instead of following ordinary routines

at this time, open your eyes especially wide and move along with curiosity and

attention. Don’t consult your to-do list; instead decide what to do based on what needs

to be done right now, using your heightened awareness.

Danielle sat in the weekly sales meeting daydreaming as her boss illustrated
quarterly-earnings estimates with a slide show. Normally she used the presentation time
to doodle on her legal pad, appearing to listen, but actually preparing her own remarks.
Today was diʃerent, however. “Suppose I really pay attention to the information being
presented,” Danielle thought. She began to focus fully on the report, studying the graphs
carefully. An interesting thing happened. She noticed a sales trend in her division and,
piecing together this data, formulated a new idea about product development. When she
did speak, the ideas were fresh and timely and grew out of what she had just observed.

try this:

Substitute Zen-like attention for planning. When you notice that your mind is planning

what you will do or say make a conscious shift of attention to the present moment.

Notice everything that is going on now. Attend to what others are saying or doing as if

you would need to report it in detail to the CIA. Listen with both ears. Substitute

attention to what is happening for attention to what might happen.



Imagine a box, beautifully wrapped, sitting in front of you. Take a moment to “see”
the box.

What color is the paper and ribbon? Touch the package. Now pick up the box and check the
weight. Shake it, if you like. Now carefully open the package, setting aside the wrapping. Open
the lid and look inside.

What’s the first thing that you see?
Take out the gift and examine it.
Notice a detail about the object.
Thank the giver.
What did you ɹnd? Did you surprise yourself? Was this exercise eʃortless, or did you

freeze at some point? Perhaps you “thought up” what should be in the box before you
opened it. This is like unwrapping a gift that you packed yourself. Perhaps you didn’t
like what was in the box—you were disappointed, so you quickly rejected that ɹrst
image and sought out a good idea. This may result in ɹnding the box empty at ɹrst. All
of these control strategies are normal. We are accustomed to taking responsibility for
the content of our world, and so we “think up” something to put in the box. Isn’t that
what we are supposed to do? Don’t we have to come up with an idea?

No. Relax. You don’t need to do anything at all. Trust that the gift is already there.
Then discover what it is.

There is always something in the box—reality puts it there. How can this be? Where do
ideas come from? In the West we view the individual as the creator. Works of art
represent the mind of the artist, who takes credit or blame for them. Artists are put on a
pedestal. It is little wonder that most of us don’t see ourselves as gifted in this way and
avoid expressing anything. However, Eastern notions of art characterize this
relationship between the artist and the work quite diʃerently. The artist is considered
the servant of the muses, not their master. The artist shows up practices carefully the
strokes or steps, and then humbly takes his place as channel, as shepherd for the images
to be brought forth. Ideas, songs, poems, paintings come through the individual but are
not thought to be of him. On Bali everyone is considered an artist. Art is simply what
one does, not who one is.

A famous Japanese Noh actor told me that his preparation for public performance
involved a quiet meditation that was focused on becoming empty. He was attempting to
set aside his attachment to self or personal consciousness. Once he had attained this
opening or sense of spaciousness, the spirit of the role could enter his body and use him
to fulɹll its purpose. How diʃerent this is from the Western actor’s habit of psyching
himself into the character, of filling up with intention and motivation.

The second maxim’s advice, “Don’t prepare,” really means to let go of our ego
involvement in the process. When we give up the struggle to show oʃ our talent, a
natural wisdom can emerge; our muses can speak through us. All of our past experience,
all that we have ever known, prepares us for this moment. We are overɻowing with



images, ideas, words, thoughts, and dreams. The trick is to stop choosing and to
welcome what is there. Allow yourself to be surprised. Accept what you see completely.
Finally, beyond acceptance is appreciation and thanks. For the improviser there are no
wrong answers or bad gifts.

While we can’t control what we ɹnd inside the box, we can always control our
response to it. Discover what is right, what is interesting, what is useful about the gift
that appears to you. Avoid expressing disapproval. Be a gracious receiver. When we
train our minds to accept whatever arises, ideas grow, and we nourish the garden of our
imagination. If the judge or the critic shows up oʃering advice, simply redirect him to
the punch bowl in the corner, with appreciation. These fellows mean well, but they are
unwanted guests at the beginning of the creative process.

Do the exercise once more. See a beautifully wrapped gift in front of you now. Pick it
up and open it. Allow yourself to be surprised, interested in whatever appears.
Substitute acceptance for judgment.

Coping with Fear

Suppose you are afraid that your box will be empty or that words will not come when
you need to speak? Shouldn’t you deal with this problem ɹrst? Don’t improvisers need
confidence to begin?

Fortunately, they do not.
Cara Alter, a San Francisco business consultant, suggests “putting on your coat of

conɹdence —physically,” as if it were an actual coat. She demonstrates grabbing an
imaginary overcoat and slipping into it. When she does this, her posture improves and
she stands taller. I suspect that this adjustment is actually the key for her. But
affirmations or techniques don’t always work.

I’m a professional. Students tell me that I appear self-assured in front of a class. They
are surprised to learn that after more than forty years on stage and in the classroom, I
still experience anxiety and classic signs of stage fright before I teach. I rarely sleep well
before a presentation; I am often awake much of the night, worrying and spinning
nightmarish scenarios. I want to be liked, and I fear failure and disapproval. No matter
how many accolades I have received, I still imagine that my teaching or my public
speaking won’t be good enough. The specter of displeased critics has a permanent place
in my imagination.

Thousands of successful public presentations have not dispelled this fundamental
dread. If I experience conɹdence it is usually after the performance or class. “Conɹdence
follows success”2 is what I have learned. What does this tell us about handling stage
fright and its attendant negative thoughts? Trying to overcome this fear is the wrong
strategy. There isn’t any need to ɹx these feelings. (Most of us want to, however.) Not
only are they natural and universal, but they show how much we want to succeed. In
the center of our anxiety is the seed of the desire to achieve, to do well. While stage



fright isn’t pleasant, it is manageable if we don’t give it authority.
Performance anxiety comes from excessive self-focus. “Everyone is looking at me. I

am not good enough. What if I fail? What will everyone think of me if I make a
mistake?” The ego takes the stage and holds court. This line of thinking is misguided,
anyway. They want you to succeed, to do well. Rarely are you being judged. It is more
likely that they are cheering for you and tolerant of mistakes or miscues.

What is the improv ɹx for sweaty palms and a frozen mind? First of all, don’t believe
the voice that tells you that you “can’t” do anything. The notion that you are actually
paralyzed by fear is a lie. You can move. You can change what you are doing. If you are
standing, try sitting; if you are sitting, move around. Redirect your attention from the
symptoms to something constructive. Don’t ɹght the fear or attend to it. That simply
fuels it. Notice and accept whatever you feel, and turn your attention to doing
something useful. If tears ɹll your eyes, wipe them with a tissue. Look over your notes.
Focus on the sheet music. Stir the paints. See who is in the audience; name them or learn
their names, if you can. Notice what each is wearing. Look around to see what others
are doing. Ask someone a question. Count the number of people who are helping and
supporting you; consider their contributions. Observe the room, its furnishings, the
lighting sources, your materials. Breathe consciously. Smile. Laugh. Keep moving.

Changing your focus can provide relief. And even if the sweaty palms persist, your
attention is where it is needed—on what you are doing. Thus, performance anxiety can
be understood as a matter of self-absorption, of misplaced attention, and the remedy lies
in turning your attention to the act of doing whatever it is—well. (Or, if doing it well
seems a stretch at that moment, then do it adequately or even poorly, but do it.) Think
about your purpose instead. Fear is not the problem; allowing your attention to be
consumed by it is.

Indian Buddhist writer Vasubandhu pointed out the five universal human fears:3

1. Fear of death
2. Fear of loss of income
3. Fear of loss of reputation
4. Fear of loss of consciousness
5. Fear of speaking in front of people

Vasubandhu knew that stage fright is right up there with our fundamental fear of
dying. So, as improvisers, we notice our fear, and just get on with the improvisation. No
big deal.

Rachel, a shy student, oʃered this testimonial. “My aunt Rebecca had been a mentor.
Her death, at a relatively young age, was unexpected. I was sad sitting at her funeral,
but I recognized it as an important time for honoring her life. So, when the rabbi said:
‘And now if there is anyone who would like to speak about Rebecca, please come
forward,’ I was surprised to observe myself rise and walk to the podium. Although my



heart was beating fast and my balance was shaky, I was able to address the
congregation. Full of love for Rebecca, I found myself improvising a warm testimonial
about her wisdom and kindness. Words came. It may not have been a perfect speech,
but it was heartfelt. I am so grateful that I didn’t let my fear get in the way of what I
needed to do. It would have been a real loss to miss that opportunity. Afterwards, many
friends came up to me and thanked me for speaking.”

Are there times when you have avoided speaking because you thought that you lacked
preparation or didn’t know which words to use? When the human heart has something
to say, saying it is always timely. Improvisers always speak without a plan. Discover the
freedom that comes when you trust that you have what you need. Remember, there is
always something in the box.

[the second maxim]

don’t prepare

* Give up planning. Drop the habit of thinking ahead.

* Attend carefully to what is happening right now.

* Allow yourself to be surprised.

* Stockpiling ideas for future use is unnecessary.

* Trust your imagination. There is always something in the box.

* Welcome whatever floats into your mind.

* Fear is a matter of misplaced attention. Focus on redirecting it.
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[the third maxim]

just show up

Stop talking. Start walking.

—L. M. HEROUX

his principle is deceptively simple: Just show up. Where we are makes a diʃerence.
Move your body toward your dreams—to where they’re happening—the gym, the

oɽce, the yoga class, your kitchen, the improv class, the garage, a cruise ship, the word
processor, the construction site, the senior center, the theater. You know where. Be there
physically. With the advent of cell phones you may have noticed that the time-honored
greeting “How are you?” has been replaced by the query “Where are you?” Location
means everything.

It’s surprising how powerful the third maxim is. How often we avoid showing up for
the things we need to do in life. Procrastination, laziness, fears — it’s easy to ɹnd a
reason for not going. The “just” in this maxim reminds us that showing up is already
enough. Woody Allen quipped that it is “eighty percent of success.” Prerequisites such as
motivation, desire, and warm, fuzzy feelings aren’t necessary. It is a con to imagine you
must have these to get going. Improvisers know this. If they had to wait for inspiration
or a good idea, few scenes would ever begin. Players step onto the stage because that is
where things are happening. They just show up. Then the magic begins.

Kick-start your life—walk, run, crawl, ɻy, bicycle; move in the direction of your
purpose. Love your parents? Pay them a visit. Need to write? Sit down at your desk.
Want to have more friends? Show up at a volunteer job or a class in a subject that
interests you. Need to exercise? Go to the gym or walk to the park. Believe in ecology?
Take a plastic bag to the neighborhood park and pick up trash.

When you show up it is important to be on time. The issue of punctuality is critical
when the activity is a shared one. Every minute counts. Each latecomer robs the whole
group of time to work together. Taking time seriously shows courtesy. You are part of a
greater picture that includes everyone with whom you share a purpose. Showing up for
class on time, I tell my students, is their first big step in becoming an improviser.

Timeliness applies equally to couples, families, and companies. And don’t forget to be
on time when you are by yourself. Treat your own time as valuable. Benjamin Franklin
reminds us that “time lost is never found again.”

Using Rituals



Why not jump-start the process of showing up by using a ritual? Daily rites that precede
the main event can be powerful triggers. These may involve putting on special clothing
or equipment, going to a speciɹc location, organizing the work area, or cleaning the
space. In her enlightening book The Creative Habit, celebrated choreographer Twyla
Tharp confesses that her ritual at 530 each morning is putting on leg warmers, going
out onto the sidewalk in front of her New York apartment, and hailing a taxi to take her
to her uptown workout studio. The moment that she steps into the taxi her day is on the
right track.

A busy litigator joked that his ritual was stepping into the shower. Once he had gotten
his body behind the glass and under the steaming hot water, his day was under way on
track. On mornings when he hung around sipping coʃee and debating how to spend the
day he was more likely to waste time and lose direction. For him, stepping into the
shower began a sequence of positive actions that eʃectively launched his day. Even on
the weekend, stepping into the shower had the payoff of setting his course.

For me, it is making the bed. Every morning as soon as my body is standing I make
the bed. I smooth the sheets, pull the blankets tight, tucking them under the mattress,
arrange the patchwork quilt over the bedding, place the nine pillows (some functional,
some decorative) into studied casualness, and fold a throw onto the bottom of the bed.
This takes less than two minutes. When my husband and I get up at the same time, we
do this together as one of many happy rituals of married life. Once the bed is dressed,
the room feels orderly, and, for me, normal. Now the day begins. I am astonished by the
number of people who ɹnd this ritual unnecessary. “Why on earth make the bed, since
you are just going to get back in it at night?” I recommend it, however. Perhaps you
already have a ritual that puts you on course. What is it?

I ɹrst experienced using preparatory rituals in 1980, in a village outside Kyoto where
I went to study the Japanese arts. The program, sponsored by the Oomoto School of
Traditional Japanese Arts (Oomoto is a Shinto sect, which has been called one of the
new religions of Japan), was introducing a small group of foreigners to the art of tea
ceremony calligraphy, martial art, and Noh drama. Their faith has the unusual tenet
“Art is the mother of religion,” and they believe that an individual can become a better
person by engaging in these ancient forms, which require sacriɹce, precision, and
attention. Each art is considered a way (do in Japanese): Chado (the way of tea), Shodo
(the way of the brush), Budo (the way of the sword), and the shimai, or “dance,” of Noh
drama. We studied each of these subjects every day for a month. Classes rotated for
variety, and the schedule included special visits to the Urasenke Tea School in Kyoto,
and the pottery studios of Bizen artists. The program was designed to be hands-on, a
practical introduction to the deep mysteries of the arts we studied. We were oʃered the
opportunity to wear a kimono and wield a tea scoop, a fan, a sword, and a brush.

Each class began with the ritual of cleaning or preparing ourselves to begin the
practice. In the Budo hall, students wiped the ɻoor spotlessly clean by pushing cotton
cloths over the tatami, becoming human street sweepers—outstretched arms propelling
the rags along the sweet-smelling mats. On the polished wooden ɻoor of the Noh stage,



we did the same cleaning ritual as in the Budo hall—bending forward, our butts in the
air in a funny triangle pose, pressing our weight along the ɻoor, and pushing the cloths.
At our desks in calligraphy class, we began with the ritual of grinding the ink. There is a
correct way to hold the ink stick and to move it in small circles in a tiny pool of water
on the stone that serves as an inkwell. The action of making ink became both a physical
and mental preparation for the work of learning how to paint Japanese characters and
bamboo leaves.

These rituals at the beginning of each session had the eʃect of creating order and
harmony. We knew what we had to do when we entered the space. Cleaning, and
grinding ink, got us into the world of the art without the stress of creation. There was a
calming eʃect (just cleaning, I can do this). These rituals were simple ways to show up;
they provided stability. Ironically stability is a vital element when we improvise.

try this:

Create a simple ritual. Identify a habit that you wish you had. (Exercising, reading

regularly meditating, paying bills.) Think of what will make the habit easy or more

attractive to do. (Shall I lay out clothing or equipment, clean or organize my desk or

workplace?) Set a time to do the preparatory ritual each day. Focus on doing it

faithfully.

Showing Up for Others

Showing up is the key principle when we oʃer service to others. So often it is our
presence alone, rather than some special ability that makes the diʃerence. Ian, a lanky
improviser, had volunteered on Wednesday afternoons to be a tutor for underprivileged
ɹfth-graders at the East Palo Alto children’s center. He conɹded his doubts about having
what it would take to be a mentor. However, he discovered that all he really needed to
do was to show up on time, and good things happened. Ian’s presence in the life of his
students was the critical element. Is there someone you could be helping by showing up?

Edward’s father was in a nursing home. He knew that it was important to visit his
dad, but his mind was skillful at creating reasons for avoiding the trip. Something else
always demanded his attention, and that right time to drop in never seemed to
materialize. One Saturday morning, setting aside the mental chatter about whether to
go, Edward just got out of bed, put on his clothes, and drove to the Martha Jeʃerson
Nursing Home. After that he started showing up ɹrst thing every Saturday morning. The
hours ɹlled with simple, everyday conversations were meaningful to them both.



Edward’s life improved when he got his body to the place where his heart knew he ought
to be. Three months later, when his father passed away, Edward understood the wisdom
of “just showing up.” Don’t wait for a convenient time to do those things that are
important to you.

try this:

Just show up. Make a list of ɹve places that are your “hot spots,” places where the

important things in life happen for you. Why not put the book down, pick one of the

places on your list, and show up there?

Changing Location

Once we have gotten where we need to be, how do we maximize our experience? How
do I keep on showing up once I’m there? Sometimes we are in the right place physically,
but we have somehow gone to sleep. At these times I recommend random change.

A very simple technique, which can have surprising beneɹts, involves changing
physical location. During my workshops and classes, I ask students several times each
hour to “change where you are in the room.” Everyone gets up, shuʀes around, and
reorganizes themselves into a new pattern. As we move around seeking new locations
within the same room, we help our minds to stay alert and avoid getting stuck in a rut.
It is a good practice in letting go of attachment to our preferences as well. I remind
students at the beginning of class to “ɹnd a new place or diʃerent vantage point in the
circle when we stand.” We all know that habit is a great deadener. Simply changing
where we do things can have a positive eʃect. Remember what a delight it was when a
teacher said: “Let’s go outside today and have class under the big oak tree”? Just moving
outside seemed mischievous, didn’t it?

My friend artist Josephine Landor taught me how to apply the random-change
principle in life. She had a way of making the simplest activities, like having lunch
together, into a grand adventure, a serendipity. Her getaway cottage in Kenwood,
California, was our school. Each day we stayed there, she would arrange a new setting
for our meals. If the sun was hot over by the porch, we would move the picnic table
across the yard near the bamboo grove. Or, to catch the best glimpse of the rising moon,
we might set up the table on the back deck near the cypress trees. It seems we were
always moving that picnic table. Josephine knew how to look at the environment and
take advantage of the nicest perspective. These changes were precious improvisations,
which capitalized on the beauty of each moment.



try this:

Change the location of a familiar activity. Surprise your cohorts by moving the weekly

meeting outdoors, to the booth of a coʃee bar, to the lounge at a local museum. Try

moving a chair into the garden to read a book. Take your lunch to a new location away

from your workplace. Explore a new vantage point.

[the third maxim]

just show up

* Walk, run, bike, skip to the places that you need to be.

* Motivation is not a prerequisite for showing up.

* Start your day with what is important.

* Use rituals to get things going.

* Showing up to help others is already service.

* Change your vantage point and refresh your mind.

* Location, location, location—in real estate and in life.

* Be on time for the sake of others.

* Show up on time for yourself. Lost time is never found.
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[the fourth maxim]

start anywhere

How lovely to think that no one need wait a moment; we can start now, start slowly changing the world! How lovely that
everyone, great and small, can make their contribution toward introducing justice straightaway. … And you can always,
always give something, even if it is only kindness!

— The Diary of Anne Frank

he professional improv actors of San Francisco’s 3 For All start each of their stories
by asking for a simple suggestion from the audience. Quickly ɹelding a word or

phrase from the chaos of shouts, Rafe, Tim, and Steve begin the scene without
hesitation. They understand this vital improv principle: All starting points are equally
valid. They begin where they are, often in the middle.

There’s no need to ɹnd the right starting place. With a big task or a confusing
problem, when you don’t know where to start, begin with the most obvious thing,
whatever is in front of you. The notion that there is such a thing as a proper beginning,
and the search to ɹnd that ideal starting place, robs us of time. We distance ourselves
from the task, and the vision of what it will take to do it makes tackling the job seem
mountainous. Once a job is under way you have a new and more realistic perspective.
You are inside the problem while looking at it, rather than standing safely at the
perimeter. The Start Anywhere rule is liberating. It means that you can begin to make
progress on some dream or dreaded task at any time.

Years ago I helped Mary an improviser who was also a housewife. She was overcome
with the clutter generated by her two small children. She reported that her house was “a
disaster zone.” Her mother had been a perfect housekeeper, and Mary found herself
making comparisons. She obsessed over the thought that she’d never be as good as her
mom. There were dirty dishes, toys on the ɻoor, shopping to do, trash to empty, and all
the ordinary tasks of running a household. Mary looked around at the disorderly scene
and day by day became more depressed. “I don’t know where to begin,” she moaned. So
instead of doing anything she sat amid the growing pile, feeling like a failure. Is there a
great pile of something in your life waiting for your attention and action?

I volunteered to come to her home (the third maxim: just show up), since sitting and
talking in my classroom struck me as a poor way to solve the problem. Once she knew
that I was coming, she began to clean up, and when I arrived she showed me the mess
with a mixture of angst and pride: “See, I told you it was awful.” As I walked along the
hall to her kitchen, I picked up stray toys, placing them in a playpen. Once in the
kitchen, I started cleaning as I talked. “Just look around and do what seems obvious to
you,” I said, loading sticky cereal bowls into the dishwasher. Mary began picking up



newspapers, cleaning, dumping things in the trash, putting a milk carton in the
refrigerator. We continued talking as we cleaned and organized whatever was in front
of us. In less than twenty minutes the kitchen was under control and we moved to the
living room, dealing with the next most obvious thing and then the next. By the end of
our hour together, much of the basic housework had been done. There was an
encouraging sense of space throughout the house.

try this:

Start anywhere. Identify a project or task that needs to be done. When you put this book

down, follow your ɹrst thought and begin the job. Do the very ɹrst thing that comes to

mind. Continue doing what comes next.

This fourth maxim also applies to speech. To respond to a question or start improvised
scenes, begin immediately using the ɹrst words that come to you. Trust your mind. Your
ɹrst thought is a reasonable starting place; it is good enough. Don’t hesitate. Once you
begin speaking, you have something to work with and build on. With the ɹrst-thought
method it is as if the idea selects you rather than the other way around. The improviser
focuses on making that idea into a good one, rather than searching for a “good idea.”

Judgment, preferences, and the ɹlter of values can quickly crowd out ɹrst thoughts.
The tree outside my window is no longer just a tree; it becomes “a redwood that is
blocking my view of the ocean, a reminder of a thoughtless neighbor who lets plants run
wild, and an obstacle to my concentration.” We are clever at rejecting ɹrst thoughts.
“That is uninspired or boring”; “I don’t like it”; “It is too revealing”; “Somebody else
already said that”; “I’m afraid of where this will lead.” It is easy to build roadblocks for
whatever your mind generates. Don’t give in to this. Seize that precious ɹrst thought
and honor it. Soon this way of working will become natural to you.

Writers write to discover what they have to say bringing to consciousness what they
already know. It is the same with speech: speak to discover what you want to say.
Sculpt, correct, reɹne, and redirect your thoughts on the ɻy as you speak. Authentic
speech includes lively editing as part of the process.

Valuing Improvised Speech

When he learned that I was teaching students to improvise, a San Jose State University
professor of business remarked: “That seems to me to be the problem rather than the
solution. Today, students just want to substitute bull for taking the time to prepare their
remarks. I tell my students, ‘You’ve gotta have a script.’ Interviews are too important to



be left to shooting the breeze.”
While I understood his point, I don’t think he understood what I mean by improvising.

Improvising what we have to say, which engages us in real time, ɹtting the answer to
the question, is never “bull.” It is speech that is to the purpose instead of being “scripted.”
The problem with a script is that you are in a double bind. First, you may fumble the
text or forget the exact wording, which creates hesitancy (forty years of watching actors
struggle to remember their lines supports this), and second, if you are delivering the script
you may not be answering the question. Think of politicians who reply with a prepared
script no matter what question is asked.

To improvise is to create order out of chaos. It is more of an engineering job than an
artistic one. When I speak spontaneously I am creating an answer that has meaning
now. While the language itself may lack the precision of an edited reply the value lies in
its freshness and authenticity. We all know what a canned lecture sounds like. Real
speech (improvised speech) will always be more interesting, attention-getting, and
persuasive than its scripted sister.

You can improve how you give a lecture by using the principle of improvised speech.
Instead of writing out your notes in precise language, try writing questions to yourself.
Then, answer the question using natural speech patterns. Here are two examples of
speech notes.

SCRIPTED:

I want to thank Mr. Whizup for inviting me to speak to the Rotary today. I’d like to begin by telling you how I got started
teaching improvisation. The year was 1979, and I was a student of tai chi. My tai chi master, Chungliang Al Huang, invited
Professor Keith Johnstone, a Canadian improv teacher, to join him in a workshop. As a drama teacher I was particularly
interested in Johnstone’s ideas. Subsequently, I began teaching his games and theories to my acting classes at Stanford.
Students loved the games and seemed to find a kind of freedom in this approach to acting.

IMPROVISED NOTES:

1. Who invited me to be here? Whom shall I thank?
2. Who introduced me to improvisation? When?
3. When did I first teach improv?
4. Why was improv especially useful at Stanford?

Using the question method, I am free to add and develop details that ɹt the moment.
When I use the scripted text it becomes diɽcult to add anything. I naturally focus on
reading the prepared text well. However, when I am answering a question, using the
second method, my mind becomes active in organizing information in real time. The
result is more natural.

Decades ago when I was a graduate student at Wayne State University, I took four



classes in what was then called oral interpretation. Each class focused on a subject area:
the oral interpretation of prose, poetry, the Bible, and Shakespeare. I expected to learn
a variety of techniques to handle the diʃerences in literary style. Instead, class after
class the professor gave only one instruction: “Talk to me”; “Talk to me with that
poem”; “Talk to me with that passage from Isaiah”; “Talk to me with that sonnet”; “Just
talk to me, please.” Whenever a student’s speech had the sound of declamation or
rhetoric, Professor Skinner would stop and kindly remind him: “No need to make this an
oration; just talk to me with it.”

That was no small feat. The sound of someone talking is natural and communicative.
The sound of reading is something else entirely. Only the most highly trained actors can
turn scripted words into natural-sounding speech. Instead, speak oʃ the cuʃ. Trust your
mind.

try this:

Improvise a short monologue now. Compose your thoughts as you go along. Don’t

hesitate. Use one of these topics:

“If there were four more hours in the day how would you spend them?”

or

“Talk about something beautiful you saw recently”

[the fourth maxim]

start anywhere

* All starting points are equally valid.

* Begin with what seems obvious.

* Once it is under way any task seems smaller.

* When speaking in public don’t use a script. Write down questions and answer
them.

* Talk to your audience. Don’t give a lecture.

* Trust your mind.

* Edit and develop ideas as you speak
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[the fifth maxim]

be average

When I told some New Yorkers about dumbness in a workshop two months ago, they were so relieved. They were tired of
being alert and intelligent. They wanted dream time. Walk around your neighborhood dumb for a half hour.

—NATALIE GOLDBERG, The Essential Writer’s Notebook

ene DeSmidt, a Bay Area builder, country musician, and Zen student, says that his
construction company’s motto is “Perfect is close enough.” His reputation as a

craftsman who cares is well known. When he built his own getaway cabin in northern
California he quips that the line became “Close enough is perfect.” This makes a lot of
sense. The pictures of Gene’s river house show that his “close enough” is actually terriɹc.
I’ll bet that yours is, too.

Giving it all you’ve got commonly backɹres. There is a paradox that when we are
trying hard the result is often disappointing. A healthier climate is one in which we tell
ourselves to just be average. Take the pressure oʃ. Avoid the mind-set that says “This
one better be good!” or “Be original.”

When you try hard to do your best, the eʃect on your performance is often to jinx it.
In all cases there is something to lose. This can provoke tension and easily lead to
anxiety. Instead, try the following advice:

“Dare to be dull.” (Keith Johnstone)

“Be nothing special.” (David K. Reynolds)

“Cultivate ordinary mind.” (a Zen saying)

This rule may seem simplistic, but don’t underestimate how well it works. Changing
expectations can take the pressure oʃ and may even cheer you up. Radical Presence
author Mary Rose O’Reilley gives this example of deɻecting perfection anxiety: “The
poet William Staʃord used to rise every morning at four and write a poem. Somebody
said to him, ‘But surely you can’t write a good poem every day, Bill. What happens
then?’ ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘then I lower my standards.’ Three great lessons here—practice your
art every day, lower your standards, and claim a time or place or an attitude that will
challenge your bourgeois idea of reality. Four A.M.!”4

Samuel, a ɹnancial analyst, found this maxim to be his salvation. “You know, I’ve
been torturing myself for years—overworking my research, pulling all-nighters, doing
reports to a standard that I see now was simply obsessive. I never seemed to ɹnish
anything, since I was always trying to make it perfect. Your suggestion to be average



was a revelation. Now I do the work, but I stop short of worrying it to death. And, the
results are really just fine. I’m getting a lot more done.”

The 2003 NFC playoʃ game was determined by the toss of the ball for a ɹeld goal.
Everything hung on this play. Trey Junkin, the center for the New York Giants, who
fumbled it, making the easy ɹeld goal impossible for the kicker, was quoted in the San
Francisco Chronicle sports page as saying, “I tried to make a perfect snap when all I
needed to do was make a good one.” If he’d just snapped the ball normally, instead of
trying to do it perfectly, the NFC championship, and perhaps the Super Bowl, might well
have been won by New York.

Giving up on perfection is the ɹrst step; the next is to stop trying to come up with
something diʃerent. Striving for an original idea takes us away from our everyday
intelligence, and it can actually block access to the creative process. There is a
widespread belief that thinking “outside the box” (some call this the goal of creativity)
means going after far-out and unusual ideas. A true understanding of this phrase means
seeing what is really obvious, but, up until then, unseen. “The real voyage of discovery
lies not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes,” said Marcel Proust.

Looking for the obvious oʃers us a way to approach problems that appear daunting.
Trick yourself by turning a challenge into an ordinary task. “Anyone can walk a plank,
but if it stretched across an abyss, fear might glue us to it. Our best strategy might be to
treat the abyss as something ordinary (if that were possible) and to walk across in our
average manner,” wrote Keith Johnstone.

Do what is natural, what is easy, what is apparent to you. Your unique view will be a
revelation to someone else. Remember the exercise in which you opened the box and
discovered what was there? When I do this with twenty-ɹve students, all opening the
same-sized imaginary shoe box, the results are fascinating. Usually there are twenty-ɹve
distinctly diʃerent gifts: a snow globe, a brick, a deck of playing cards, a wooden ɻute,
a live mouse, a package of coʃee ɹlters, a diamond necklace, a hand-knit sweater, a
pile of old coins, running shoes, seashells, used CDs, lots of packing bubbles with a
plastic toy whistle, a baby kitten, three hard-boiled eggs, a ɻashlight, etc. Occasionally
more than one student ɹnds the same object, but even when this happens the two
watches found are diʃerent in design or make. When asked to uncover what is obvious
to you, count on the fact that your view is already unique. Ingrid Bergman understood
this point when she quipped, “Be yourself. The world worships the original.”

Aaron, a software designer, shared this insight: “I used to censor many of my ideas
before discovering a useful one. Now I look for the obvious in designing user interfaces
for my product. When I go to meetings with Development and state what seems most
readily apparent to me, the design executives slap their heads and say, ‘Why didn’t we
think of that?’;—which is when I know I have a good idea. Before, I often searched for
something clever or innovative —missing what was right in front of me. This maxim
[seeing the obvious] really makes sense.”
Try thinking inside the box. Look more carefully.



This practice applies to speech as well. Say what you want to say in the way that
seems natural to you. My paternal grandmother, Juliette Bethel Ryan, was a natural
improviser. Once while ɹngering the obituary page and solemnly shaking her head, she
sighed and said: “People are dying today that have never died before.” Granny looked
up, completely surprised by our laughter. It has been more than ɹfty years, but I still
can hear her enthusiastic response when I told her that I had begun attending Sunday
Quaker worship services. “Oh, those Quakers—wonderful, wonderful people, they are.
Why don’t they preach what they practice?” She embodied the spontaneous life, always
ɹnding the agreeable answer, the supportive remark. Her genius was in expressing
ideas just as she saw them.

It is inescapable: each of us sees the world in a diʃerent way. We need only to trust
that our vantage point is worthy and give up striving after the original. You are.

try this:

Do it naturally. If there is something important that you need to do, approach the

problem as though you didn’t need to do your best. What is the most obvious way of

solving it? How would you proceed if finding a solution was “nothing special?”

try this:

Consider ordinary gifts. Looking for a gift for a friend or loved one? Think of items that

you use every day (a pillow for the bed, a cereal bowl, a teacup, a towel, a pen, a clock,

bedroom slippers, a blanket, a sharp kitchen knife, a calendar, good coʃee). Keep lists

of useful everyday objects for help in choosing a good gift.

Bowling with a Chicken

When members of my group the Stanford Improvisors, scratched their heads looking for
a clever idea for their ɹrst T-shirt design, someone shouted, “How about a picture of a
chicken standing on a bowling ball?” During an improv performance for one of the
dorms, a freshman had volunteered this “helpful” suggestion: “In a bowling alley with a
chicken.” We had asked the audience to ɹll in the blanks: “In a ___, with a ___.” This
improv game is a setup which typically results in pairing odd bedfellows. You almost
always get “in a ɹrehouse with a wildebeest” or “in a rowboat with a broken toaster



oven.” These suggestions arise from two assumptions, one of them mistaken. The ɹrst is
that all we are here to see is comedy and the second, that pairing “unlikely” objects will
produce the biggest challenge and result in the funniest scene.

In several decades of watching improv shows, I’ve never once heard anyone shout: “In
a bathtub with a rubber duck” or “In an oɽce with a typewriter.” No one wants to be
thought unimaginative. The audience believes that ideas that seem ordinary or that
“make sense” reɻect a lack of creativity. I call it “the fallacy of the fried mermaid.”
When improvisers ask for a suggestion, an audience member will usually scream
something like “fried mermaid.” Everyone laughs, of course, since the weird
juxtaposition of adjective and noun has already produced the humor. You can hear the
buddies of the fellow who yelled it congratulating him on his wit. It is a closed loop,
however. The joke is already over. Doing an actual scene about a fried mermaid isn’t
likely to result in a very appealing story, if you think about it.

Don’t fall for the idea that something needs to be “way out” or whimsical to be
creative. Getting a laugh is easy-trivial, actually. Anything unexpected seems funny.
This kind of humor is like a sugar hit. It gives a temporary lift, but it is a poor diet and
won’t nourish artistically. If you give up making jokes and concentrate on making
sense, the result is often genuinely mirthful. Besides, making sense is a lot more
satisfying in the long run. Give the obvious a try.

[the fifth maxim]

be average

* Close enough is perfect.

* Dare to be dull.

* Think “inside” the box.

* Celebrate the obvious.

* What is ordinary to you is often a revelation to others.

* Remember “classics” or “favorites” can be fresh ideas, too.

* Don’t make jokes. Make sense.
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[the sixth maxim]

pay attention

If I have made any valuable discoveries, it has been owing more to patient attention than to any other talent.

—SIR ISAAC NEWTON

ow are your powers of observation? How much do you notice and remember? This
skill is at the heart of all improvising. What we notice becomes our world. So

observe what is going on around you. Open your eyes, and notice the detail. See what is
actually happening. Pay attention to everything.

One of the oldest Zen stories is about the student who climbs a tall mountain to ask
the wise man the meaning of life. He replies that there are three secrets. The ɹrst is
attention. And, to make a long story short, after two more laborious trips to the top, the
student learns that secret number two and secret number three are also attention.

Our quality of life is directly tied to the sixth maxim. Life is attention, and what we
are attending to determines to a great extent how we experience the world. We are
usually focused on ourselves —our problems, desires, fears. We move through life half
awake and ruminating, living in our heads—thinking, planning, worrying, imagining.
The detail of each day takes place in front of us, moment by precious moment. How
much are we missing? Almost everything.

What was the ɹrst thing you did this morning after getting out of bed? What items are
sitting on the kitchen counter? Who was the last person you spoke to? Can you recall
her words? What was that person wearing? Describe what you did yesterday from the
time you woke up until you went to bed in the order in which it happened. A trained
improviser could probably answer all of these questions. Can you?

try this:

How good is your attention? Please keep your eyes on this paragraph and keep reading

until you come to the instruction “Close your eyes.” Once your eyes are shut, describe in

as much detail as you can the immediate environment. Don’t cheat by glancing around now

or studying the room with the assignment in mind. When your eyes are closed, point to

speciɹc objects in the room. Describe colors, shapes, and the layout of the room; include as

many details as you can remember. Continue with your eyes closed until you can’t think



of anything else to report. When you have remembered all you can, open your eyes.

Now, close your eyes.

How did your description match reality? What obvious items did you overlook? What

surprised you when you opened your eyes?

Look at your surroundings. Find three things you had not noticed before. Reality is

rich in texture, color, and information. If you are good at observation, this exercise may

help you see more of the detail. If you failed to notice very much, this exercise can

stimulate you to observe more carefully.

Were you wrong about some things? “I thought the clock was over the sofa”; “I could

have sworn the carpet was blue.” Perhaps your mind added details or created

information about the room. Even this can be good news for the improviser—to discover

that our minds often ɹll in the blanks where memory fails. You may want to do the

exercise often, to see if your attention improves.

Domingo, an energetic twenty-year-old undergraduate, came back from Los Angeles,
where he’d found an agent. He was hoping to be discovered as an actor. Domingo had
an epiphany doing this attention exercise. He stayed after class one day to tell me:
“Yesterday I woke up and lying in bed I listened to the birds singing outside my
window. I actually heard the melody that they sang. I noticed the leaves on the tree were
newly sprouted, yellow-green. Life was happening all around me, and I was seeing it
for the ɹrst time. It is as if I’ve been given new eyes. There is so much going on in the
world that I had simply never noticed before. Waking up to the miracle of attention has
been life-changing for me. Attention is everything.”

Domingo’s aha! came from a fundamental shift in perspective. Usually his mind was
focused on himself; when he started looking outside himself, his experience blossomed.
For those of us caught in a spiral of self-absorption and rumination, the redirection of
attention outward can have a profound eʃect. Where we are looking makes a
difference.

The improviser’s lifeline is his attention. Those on stage often appear clever simply
because they have been paying attention to what has been said and remember it when
most of the audience has forgotten. This is the real magic of the art of improv.
Remembering names is a case in point.

I train my students to make a special eʃort to learn names when they are ɹrst given.



People are always telling me: “I’m just no good at names.” “Balderdash,” I reply. “You
were accepted into Stanford; you have memorized the table of elements; you know
dozens of phone numbers and passwords and song lyrics. It is simply a lie that you
‘can’t remember names.’ You may not have made the eʃort, but it is wrong to imagine
that you can’t.”

It is shocking to me that intelligent people behave as if name retention were a genetic
trait that they failed to carry at birth, when it is simply a matter of attention and
requires a little eʃort. Repeat a name several times out loud when you ɹrst hear it. Look
directly and fully at the person. Check to be sure that you are pronouncing it properly
and that you have coded it by observing the face of the person to whom it belongs.
Write it down, if you have the chance. Say it silently as well as out loud. Be prepared to
ask again. You may need several tries before it is ɹxed in your mind. You may
experience an embarrassing moment if you need to ask again. Don’t let this stand in
your way. Most people are pleased that you care about their names. Make the decision
to be a person who notices and remembers names, and then start learning them.

I began this practice many years ago in an eʃort to do something constructive and
divert myself from ɹrst-day teaching jitters. I commonly taught as many as ɹve classes
in a quarter. On the ɹrst day I tried to learn the names of every student, and there were
often as many as thirty perclass. I asked all my students to do the same. Many rolled
their eyes, but we worked on it together. At the end of that ɹrst session when someone
volunteered to name everyone in the room and succeeded, I loved the applause that
students gave one another. What is equally rewarding is to watch someone try and
struggle with the task, perhaps naming only half of those present. Learning names starts
a habit of mind that is critical to the improviser—noticing who else is in the room.
Imagine knowing the names of half of your classmates on the ɹrst day! I received an e-
mail from a physician who shared that “the most useful thing I learned in your class was
that I am a person who can remember names. I had simply never tried.” Making this
effort can blossom into a valuable habit that will serve you all your life.

In an improv scene a player comes on stage with her arms raised, indicating that she
has just scrubbed up. Her intern joins her and says, “Dr. Bradley, we are delivering
twins, I hear?” “Yes, Mark. Mrs. Greenaway is primed and ready. Let’s go.” The actress
playing the attending nurse now entering needs to know all three names; Dr. Bradley,
the physician; Mark, the intern; and Mrs. Greenaway, the expectant mother. It is very
kind to repeat names as soon as convenient. This is true in life. When you give your
name, you can help by doing it clearly, and by repeating it in a generosity of spirit. If
someone gets it wrong or forgets, help her.

A good practice is to keep an eye out for the name tags that employees wear. When
you see a name tag, read it. Learn the name and use it out loud, if appropriate. It is
common these days for a salesclerk to notice yours when you proʃer a credit card, and
address you politely with: “Thanks for shopping at Safeway, Mrs. Madson.”

Today is a good day to start remembering names.



Cultivating Awareness

If a police oɽcer quizzed you, could you remember details about the people you
encounter on an ordinary day? With eʃort we can improve. Here are some exercises
that you can think of as “attention calisthenics.” Assign yourself one of these each day.
Notice the results.

try this:

Attend to one thing at a time. Choose an ordinary activity (sorting laundry, eating

lunch, brushing your hair) and pay attention only to what you are doing while you are

doing it for the duration of the task. Avoid multitasking. If you are eating simply eat.

Avoid reading the paper, listening to the radio, or having a conversation. Reɻect on the

taste of the food, on who prepared it, and how it came to you. If you notice that your

mind has wandered, bring it back to what you are doing.

This may sound simple, but it is a very challenging exercise. No one does this
perfectly. Keep returning your attention to the task. You are ɻexing a powerful muscle.
It will get stronger. As you return your attention again and again to what you are
doing, you learn something about reality as well as the workings of your mind. Enjoy
those moments when your attention is aligned with your actions. Some call this state
mindfulness, an awareness of what is happening now. But even a Zen master does not
live in a state of mindfulness at all times. Progress is what we are after.

Some art forms build in the idea of paying attention to what is right in front of us.
Those who study the Japanese tea ceremony learn the concept of “tea talk.” Guests
know that inside the teahouse one must speak only about what is inside the house. Even
polite discussion of the news, social or political events, or personal issues is forbidden,
including complaining about the heat or mentioning any discomfort. Instead, the guest
is invited to pay attention to the detail of what is present at that moment—the scroll in
the alcove, the ɻower in the vase, the kind of sweet that was chosen to be served along
with the bitter, frothy green tea. What is spoken is meant to be a reminder of the unique
character of the event. The tea saying Ichi go, ichi ei means “One time, one meeting.”
This particular gathering will never happen again. Live it now. Savor the detail.

try this:



Notice something new. Use this exercise when you are in a familiar environment or

doing a routine task. See how many new things you can observe. What haven’t you

noticed that has been there all along? When you ɹnd something, examine it carefully.

Repeat the exercise in the same location at other times. Invite yourself to “notice

something new” each time you return to this place or do this task.

Total Listening

It’s common to listen to others halfheartedly, especially to those we know well. Lazy
listening habits abound. But you can change this.

try this:

Listen completely. Once a day devote your attention 100 percent to someone who is

speaking to you. Focus completely on what is being said. Look at the person as you

listen. If you notice your mind drifting, simply bracket your thoughts temporarily and

return your attention to the speaker. Listen as if you needed to repeat what is being said

in perfect detail. Observe how this effort pays off.

Or use Brenda Ueland’s inspiring description of this exercise:

Try to learn tranquility, to live in the present a part of the time every day. Sometimes say to

yourself: “Now. What is happening now? This friend is talking. I am quiet. There is endless

time. I hear it, every word.” Then suddenly, you begin to hear not only what people are

saying, but what they are trying to say, and you sense the whole truth about them.5

try this:

Go for a ɹfteen-minute walk in your neighborhood. Imagine you have just landed there

from another planet. Use all five of the senses: sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell.

What surprises you about your environment? What is especially beautiful or

noteworthy? What needs doing around here (picking up trash, replacing a fallen



garbage-can lid, weeding, sweeping)?

try this:

Study other people. Become a secrect anthropologist. Notice (and remember) names and

faces. Check out what people are wearing. Listen to what they have to say. Observe

what kind of day they seem to be having; discern their manner or their mood. Return to

a familiar shop or place of business and discover something new about the workers.

Learn something new every day about those closest to you.

Pop Quiz

What are the names of the three characters in the hospital sketch discussed earlier? Who
was the physician? What is the name of the intern? Who was having the twins? Check
your answers.

[the sixth maxim]

pay attention

* Life is attention.

* Notice everything, particularly the details.

* Become a detective.

* Shift your attention from yourself to others.

* Make an effort to remember names and faces.

* Keep on waking up.

* This moment happens only once. Treasure it.

* Avoid multitasking Attend to one thing at a time.
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[the seventh maxim]

face the facts

To achieve excellence, we must first understand the reality of the everyday, with all its demands and potential frustrations.

—MIHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALYI, Finding Flow

hen Ilyssa and Jennifer bound onstage to begin an improvised story, they rely
upon realistic interaction. If Jenn starts the scene by saying, “Nice dog you’ve got

there,” Ilyssa must reply, “Yes, he’s a prizewinning Dalmatian. He loves to hunt,” or
something that supports the initial oʃer. Ilyssa’s remark is a good one, since she not
only accepts Jenn’s oʃer, she builds upon it. Improvisers need to enter the same reality
in order to work together eʃortlessly. They establish the facts of the scene and agree to
accept things as they are —in short, they act realistically.

The seventh maxim follows from the cardinal principle of saying yes. First we say yes,
and then we work with what has been given. Saying yes is like accepting the bite of
apple that is being oʃered. Facing the facts implies that we chew on the apple, allowing
it to nourish us. Use what is given. Build upon it.

The Japanese have a word for this rule: arugamama. It is the virtue of abiding with
things as they are. It implies a realistic and responsive approach to life. It is essential in
good improv and provides sensible advice for ordinary life. The most consistent road to
unhappiness that I know comes from turning a blind eye to reality. We do this when we
wish potato chips weren’t fattening and eat them anyway put oʃ doing the bills just one
more day live an unhealthy lifestyle, fail to heed warnings on the label (or don’t even
read the label), or focus on our partner’s shortcomings and spend time trying to talk him
into doing things our way.

Wishing things were diʃerent (or that I was diʃerent) simply wastes time. The
improviser can’t aʃord unrealistic thinking. Instead, she builds bridges over rocky
terrain and turns lemons into lemonade. She works with what is actually in front of her,
setting aside the temptation to dwell on what it is not.

Meghan was a successful corporate lawyer. She had joined the improv class to hone
her skills in the courtroom. One Monday night she stayed behind to ask my advice. “I
don’t know if improvisation has a cure for my problem,” she began. “I’m just one of
those procrastinators. You see, I’m always behind with my billing. Everyone is on my
case about it; my law partner, my husband, even the clients are concerned when the
bills are late. I need to get to the root of what is going on with this issue.” Then she
asked, “Why am I always sabotaging myself? What’s the improv fix for this?”

Meghan was ɹghting reality. She disliked this part of the work and was allowing that
to be an excuse for not doing what was necessary. Calling herself a procrastinator



seemed to explain why she was dodging the situation. The billing work had to be done,
whether she felt like it or not. She lost the role of procrastinator the moment she faced
the facts and started the work of billing her clients.

Wishing others would change is another way we avoid facing reality. Other people’s
behavior often gets on my nerves. I long for them to behave diʃerently. Usually they
don’t, of course. I need to accept these diʃerences and get on with the show.
Improvisers recognize the value of working with many styles of playing and set aside
their impulse to try to change others.

Myron could best be described as dour. He rarely smiled preferring a steely
penetrating gaze and a no-nonsense response to most situations. He was always on
time; he volunteered often; but no one in our improv troupe liked playing in scenes with
him. I think most members of the group wondered why I’d picked him to be a player in
the ɹrst place. Several of them came to discuss “what to do about Myron.” My
suggestion was to work with him. Accept him as he is. Pay attention to him. Begin a
story with him as the hero. Treat him with the same respect and cooperation you’d give
an admired fellow player. In short, set aside your complaints about his personality, and
work with the offers and ideas he does bring to the table. He is how he is.

It was fascinating to watch Myron respond to being treated well. He ɻourished, and
members of the group quickly noticed the change. Dealing well with people we like is
easy; the mark of a ɹne improviser is his ability to work skillfully, kindly, and
respectfully with those with whom he has difficulty.

Sometimes I’m simply asleep to the facts. I cast a blind eye to situations that I ɹnd
troublesome. Perhaps I stop getting on the scale to check my weight and wear only
loose clothing. How easy it is to bypass the obvious. Facing the facts means to keep your
eyes wide open.

try this:

Write down the facts. Identify an issue or a situation in your life that needs attention

(some personal challenge or work issue). Write a detailed description of the issue,

indicating what the facts are. Avoid judgment, critical comments, or discussing your

emotions. Use simple, declarative sentences. Work to create an objective picture of the

problem first.

Now, taking into account all the facts, what needs to be done? Propose a course of

action, and spell out the steps you need to take. Then take that first step.

Here is an example written by Louise:



Statement of the facts: “Louise’s Weight”

On April 23, 2004, my weight is 173 pounds. I am ɹve foot seven and a half inches tall. My

physician, Dr. Winston, informed me that the ideal weight for my height is 140–155. So, even

given a conservative view, I am twenty pounds overweight. I can see that I have gained several

pounds each year over the past ten years. This trend is very likely to continue unless I do

something differently.

I am exercising three to four times a week, and I keep moderately active with housework

and shopping. I love to cook and to eat. My diet, which includes many healthy foods, is also

high in carbohydrates. I have not oɽcially counted calories, fats, or carbohydrates. I eat

desserts nearly every day. I eat several pieces of bread each day. My portions are medium to

large in size. I snack between meals occasionally. Clearly my food intake exceeds my energy

output.

Proposed course of action:

1. For one week, keep track of calories—write them down.

2. Reduce calories by 500 to 600 a day.

3. Have dessert only twice a week.

4. Follow this plan for one month and see what happens.

5. Begin this today.

The facts of any problem emerge when we look at the details. Writing them down

allows you to be your own counselor. Be sure to include a realistic action plan, and then

follow your own advice. Facing facts can be the ɹrst step in making important changes

in your life.

Embracing the Wobble

Improvising has much in common with riding a bicycle, surɹng, or skiing. Things are
not stable, linear, or predictable. The situation is always in ɻux. Our footing keeps
changing. This approach may be uncomfortable or unsettling at ɹrst, and it is natural to
seek out security.



Even if we succeed in ɹnding solid ground for a while, we can depend on the fact that
it will eventually change; rocky terrain is unavoidable and may even be the path to
something wonderful. “We can count on chaos,” I tell my students. American Zen writer
Alan Watts, clearly an improviser in spirit, named one of his books The Wisdom of
Insecurity. He knew that life is all about balancing, not about being balanced.

I’ve been working with a physiotherapist to strengthen my leg muscles, which have
been weakened by chronic tendonitis. One of my daily exercises involves standing on
one foot balancing on a half cylinder made of Styrofoam. The goal is to stand for a
whole minute on the ɻat side of the disc, curved side down, balancing on one leg. My
ɹrst attempts were completely unsuccessful. I couldn’t seem to balance even for a
moment without tipping over. So I began doing the exercise standing next to a
doorframe to have something to hold on to. It was still diɽcult, but I could manage it. I
proudly showed the therapist my solution, and she rolled her eyes and intoned, “No, no,
no. I don’t want you to make it easier. I want you to struggle. That’s how the muscles
will learn to heal. By stabilizing things you defeat the point of the exercise. Stay with
the uncertainty, please. Really, it’s all about the struggle.”

In the act of balancing, we come alive. Sensations change moment by moment;
sometimes we feel secure, sometimes precarious. In the long run we develop tolerance
for instability. As we come to accept this insecurity as the norm, as our home ground, it
becomes familiar and less frightening. We can stop trying to ɻee from the wobble. And
sometimes this sense of being oʃ balance is exhilarating and reminds us of the
impermanence and fragility of life, nudging us to appreciate each imperfect, teetering
moment we are alive. Perhaps, like surfers, we can come to feel the power of the waves,
the majesty of the elements, and a sense of our own place in this swirling universe.

[the seventh maxim]

face the facts

* Don’t fight reality.

* Accept other people as they are.

* Work with what you have been given.

* What are the facts? You are probably not noticing all of them.

* Embrace the wobble.

* Insecurity is normal. Count on it.
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[the eighth maxim]

stay on course

God has given each of us our “marching orders.” Our purpose here on Earth is to ɹnd those orders and carry them out. Those
orders acknowledge our special gifts.

—SøREN KIERKEGAARD

n improvisation always has a point. It is never simply “whatever.” On stage we
improvise in order to make a story together, to solve a puzzle, to create a new song,

to bring delight to an audience. At home we improvise to ɹx a broken picture frame, to
ɹnd the kindest way to make a suggestion, to help a neighbor, to honor a promise, to
use leftovers creatively, to repair a friendship. At work we may improvise to meet a
deadline, assuage a finicky boss, or solve a problem with limited resources.

Some guiding force underlies each moment. We need to keep in mind what we are
aiming for. Instead of asking, “What do I feel like doing?” substitute “What is my
purpose now?” The diʃerence in the answer may be illuminating. We have become a
culture in which “How do you feel?” is the most commonly asked question (by
therapists, doctors, news reporters, etc.), as if our emotions were the most important
thing in life. This is odd, since feelings are ɻeeting and temporal and certainly not
always the wisest basis for our actions. Most deɹnitions of the word “purpose” suggest a
moral component. It can be seen as “the proper activity” for a person or “the right thing
to be doing.” It always implies conscious intention. Answering this question provides
direction.

What is your purpose right now? Take a moment to think about this question. Perhaps
you want to ɹnd strategies for living more spontaneously. Or, are you avoiding a
diɽcult task by diverting yourself with reading? Or maybe you are a student of
improvisation, hungry for clues to this magical art. Could it be that someone gave you
this book and you are reading it to discover why it was given to you? Perhaps you are
waiting for the clothes to dry and are simply ɹlling time. The same activity may be
driven by diʃerent reasons. Checking to see if you are still on target is sensible and
provides guidance about whether to continue or change to some other activity.

During a holiday season, I found myself browsing the huge Hillsdale Mall, admiring
the decorations and checking out the sales designed to lure customers. I was drawn into
the lingerie department and began to wander the aisles, ɹngering the luxurious downy
fabric of gowns and robes. I’m addicted to soft things, especially ɻeece, which I consider
a modern-day gift from God. As I brushed my hand against the velvety nap of the ɻeece
pajamas hanging in rows, I heard an interior voice say, “What’s your purpose now,
Patricia?” I remembered that I had come to the mall to ɹnd a present for my sister.



Looking down, I saw the set of cake pans waiting to be wrapped, safely stowed in my
shopping bag. My objective had been accomplished. The next thing to do was to drive
home to my afternoon work, writing this chapter. This reminder was all I needed to turn
from the rows of colorful clothing and make my way back to the car. Sometimes, of
course, my aim is recreation or simple delight, and I wander the brightly lit mall to
enjoy the sights and stimulation and revel in the pleasures of soft green ɻeece pajamas.
But it wasn’t on this occasion.

The eighth maxim is useful as we navigate relationships in business and in our
personal lives. Anna had been living with her partner, Allen, for seven years. Allen’s
architectural ɹrm had oʃered him a promotion and a more interesting assignment if he
would move to Atlanta. The couple had been arguing over the decision. Anna was upset
that he was not considering her feelings in asking her to make the move. When she
asked herself, “How do I feel about Allen?” a lot of resentment and disappointment
came up. However, when she changed the question and asked, “What is my purpose in
being with Allen?” a light dawned. The course she had set for herself was to build a
supportive life together—one in which they each looked out for the welfare of the other.
There was no compelling need for her to stay in Boalsburg. Of course she should support
his move. Anna had lost sight of the reason that they were together. Remembering it at
this time was a great relief.

Use the litmus of purpose when overwhelmed with feelings or confused about a
decision. Objectives come in many sizes and shapes, and there is meaning in everything
we do.

try this:

“What is my purpose now?” Use this question as a weathervane. Ask it often, especially

when you are anxious or unsure of what to do next. When you have the answer, act

upon it.

Finding Your Purpose

The question of purpose is an invitation to consider daily or short-term goals and
intentions as well as larger aims. My life seems to run more smoothly when I stay on
course. A successful writer I know has a typed card above his computer that states
simply: “There is Reality’s work that only you can do.” The line has several meanings.
From one perspective all useful work that I do serves others in some way (I can’t escape
doing reality’s work.) Another take on the line urges me to notice my particular gifts,
talents, and location. What work has been given to me that is uniquely mine? What



would not get done if I were not here? I can examine this question by observing the details
of what is in my care. Naturally, family comes to mind. My roles as wife, as daughter, as
aunt are uniquely “mine.” Right now I am the only aunt to my nephew Nathan. Am I
doing a good job as his aunt? Is there anything more I need to do?

Another way to answer the question is to check out talents and passions. What do I
ɹnd easy to do? What seems natural? What do I do well? What do I love doing? Could it
be that my preferences, natural abilities, and even my fascinations are all part of the
answer to the question?

try this:

What would not get done if you were not here? Consider your unique vantage point,

your talents, your loves, what you have been given to do. (If your ɹrst answer to this

question is “It wouldn’t make any diʃerence to the world if I were not here,” think

again.) What are you here to do? If you keep a journal, pose this question and answer it

in writing.

[the eighth maxim]

stay on course

* Every improvisation has a point.

* Don’t let feelings alone run your show.

* There is meaning in everything we do, even small tasks.

* Keep an eye on where you are going.

* If you miss the target, adjust your aim.

* Ask often: “What is my purpose?”

* What would not get done if you were not here?
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[the ninth maxim]

wake up to the gifts

One of the key principles of the Zen cook is that nothing exists by itself. Everything is interdependent.

—BERNARD GLASSMAN AND RICK FIELDS,

Instructions to the Cook

o the improv professional the glass is always half full. There is always something
there to work with; you just need to see it. It is possible that your glass is already

brimming with a delicious brew and that you are actually at a banquet. Everywhere you
turn, something or someone is helping you. You may have been asleep to all this,
however. Waking up can be illuminating. There are gifts everywhere if we learn to see
them.

I am always using some kind of ɹlter when I encounter the world, whether I notice
this or not. The light in which something is perceived will determine its value. I can look
at a person or event from three vantage points:

1. To see what’s wrong with it (the critical method—commonly used in higher
education). Using this lens the self looms large.

2. To see it objectively (the scientiɹc method). Using this lens both the self as well as
others are meant to disappear.

3. To see the gift in it (the improviser’s method). With this lens others loom large.

How do you look at reality? Which lens do you use? My personal default is the critical
method. I notice what’s wrong or what bugs me about a situation. I know a lot about
how other people cause me trouble or let me down. I have to use eʃort to set aside these
prejudices in order to see things “objectively.” Objectivity requires that I shift out of my
egocentric view. Rarer still is the approach of contemplating the “gift” apparent in the
moment. This takes a new kind of eʃort. The results can be astonishing, especially if
you’ve never tried this before.

Our natural sense of entitlement can be an obstacle. If I experience something as
mine, I won’t see it as a gift. “I bought this chair; it is my property.” Even in a public
venue a sense of ownership often prevails. If I pick a seat in a movie house and leave
temporarily, I am likely to become indignant when someone else occupies “my seat.” It
is funny isn’t it? Neither of these chairs is really mine. We are all borrowing heavily
from the labors and eʃorts of others. But it takes another lens to view it this way— to
see these amazing loans from the universe. Perennial wisdom has supported the idea of
man as steward rather than master of our world. Traditional Native American culture



emphasizes this perspective.
The improviser who experiences this principle ɹnds security. We are not on the stage

alone. We are literally surrounded by gifts and by a chain of givers who are responsible
for providing them. I want you to take your place in that chain, as you see it. But you
may need new eyes or a new pair of glasses to make this discovery. My realization of
this truth came in rural Japan.

Looking with a New Lens

Arriving on a July morning at the Sen Kobo Temple in Kuwana, Japan, I was ɹlled with
apprehension and some excitement. High humidity and oppressive heat set the stage.
The year was 1987, and I was at this Zen temple to spend a week doing an odd practice
—investigating my debt to the world. I knew only that I needed to be there. I wasn’t
sure why but I was listening to that inner voice, which had started speaking to me when
I left Denison.

Perhaps your eye, like mine, is trained to notice certain kinds of things: what is wrong
with the situation, who is a jerk, and how much others need ɹxing. It is so easy to ɹnd
fault. Some folks are professionals at this kind of negative thinking. The practice I had
come to experience, created in the early twentieth century by a Japanese businessman,
Yoshimoto Ishin, promised a radically diʃerent view. Not some new age “positive
thinking,” the technique called Naikan oʃered a way to examine reality past and
present from a fresh perspective.

I was there to do some bookkeeping. My task was to focus on three questions. What
had I received from others during my life? What had I given back to them? What trouble or
bother had I caused them? The questions are used to examine important relationships and
are directed at key individuals in one’s life. A set time frame is assigned and one moves
forward chronologically. This becomes a meditation. In this formal setting you always
begin reɻecting on your mother (or whoever was caring for you at the time of your
birth). The time periods are determined by logical groupings —earliest memories,
grammar-school years, junior-high school years, etc.

For fourteen hours each day for a week, I sat quietly on a straw mat, thinking about
these three questions and using my own value system to determine what was a gift or
trouble. I studied my past relationship with my mother, my father, and several
important friends and mentors. I had approximately ninety minutes for each reɻection
period. At the end of each segment, a guide would appear, bow, and ask me to report
on what I had learned. Quietly, sometimes tearfully, I spoke from the ledger of my
memory, giving an account of the details that had come to light during my reɻection.
The guide listened silently, gave my next assignment, bowed, thanked me, and then
slipped away.

What I discovered astounded me —a world that had been there, but was formerly
unseen—a place where I was receiving far more than I had been giving; in short, a



world of support. I walked into a brand-new movie of my life, one in which I wasn’t the
star, but one of many players. To see my story from the perspective of the others in my
life gave it new meaning.

In order to improvise, players need to discover this less commonly known but more
realistic vantage point. We need to see the contributions of others in bold relief and to
recognize our interdependence. It isn’t necessary to travel halfway around the world
and sit in a steamy temple to learn this lesson, however. Look around.

Are you sitting right now as you read? If so, then a chair, sofa, or bed is supporting
you. You probably have not paid much attention to this fact until I mentioned it. Nor
have you been thinking that someone designed the chair (sofa, bed, etc.); someone
manufactured it; someone brought it to where you are sitting; someone paid for it—
perhaps it was you. It is likely that many people (mostly unknown to you) had a hand
in the chair’s creation and journey to where it is now. It is fair to say that you are
receiving a service from the chair and from all of those people whose eʃorts were part
of the story. Whether you notice it or not, whether you thank it or not, the chair oʃers
you support, comfort. The chair is a silent gift.

Discovering Unseen Gifts

When my husband built our retirement home in 1997, he was careful to place electric
outlets in many locations, generously spacing them so that we would always have access
to a plug if needed. We had lived in an older apartment in San Francisco, which
featured one electrical outlet per room. Ron vowed that someday we would not lack
suɽcient outlets. Frankly, I don’t spend a lot of time contemplating wall plugs. Today
was diʃerent. This morning as I lounged in bed, wrapped in my favorite green jersey-
cotton sheets and patchwork quilt, enjoying a rare sleep-in on a Saturday, my attention
wandered to the wall next to my bed. To my left there is a single-hung window covered
by wooden venetian blinds. I close and open these blinds daily as part of my bedtime
and morning rituals. Below this window and slightly to the right is a standard wall plug,
a double electrical outlet. This was the very ɹrst time that I noticed the existence of this
plug, even though I have been sleeping in this room for seven years. The outlet has been
there all this time, patiently waiting to serve me.

I am startled by the discovery. How is it that this convenience has been in my visual
ɹeld for a long time, and I have failed to see it? What else am I missing? Is there
something right in front of you now waiting to oʃer service to you? Are there people
who are giving to you, unnoticed? Perhaps they are “just doing their job” and you are
the beneficiary. Who are these benefactors?

If I adopt the gift perspective, I will discover that I am in debt. Perhaps we are
reluctant to look because of an unwillingness to experience this indebtedness. However,
when we see ourselves as rich, in the sense of having received much, it is natural to
want to give back. Understanding the debt provides a moral imperative to become a



lively participant in the culture of the gift. In Lewis Hyde’s anthropological study The
Gift, he deɹnes the nature of a gift as something that must keep on moving, and moving
away from us. It is less important that we return something directly to the one who gave
to us than it is that we keep the energy of the gift alive, in motion, moving forward.

The 2000 ɹlm Pay It Forward, starring Kevin Spacey tells the story of a seventh-grade
teacher who gave his social studies class the following assignment: “Think of an idea to
change our world—and put it into action.” An eleven-year-old boy comes up with a plan
to do serious good deeds for three people. The beneficiaries are asked to promise to “pay
it forward” by doing good deeds for three other people, and so on. The goal is to start a
chain of selfless giving that moves forward.

More than twenty-ɹve years ago I started the practice of paying for the car behind me
when I cross any toll bridge. It’s a way of giving something randomly on a routine basis.
I learned of this from an intense, carrot-haired undergraduate named Maureen, who was
a princess of generosity. She once spent weeks making a quilt that she gave to a
homeless person she didn’t even know. For a long time I was interested in what
happened when I paid the toll. I’d look in the rearview mirror to gauge the response.
Reactions to my unexpected gesture ran the gamut from elation to suspicion. One driver
nearly got in an accident while rushing to catch up with me at a stoplight. He got out of
his car and presented a bouquet of ɻowers. “Thanks,” he said. “Your paying my toll was
the nicest thing that’s happened to me in a long time.” Other drivers have sped away;
fearful, I suspect, that I might want something in return. While the goal is to do
something good, it isn’t always received as such. I can’t control how others receive a
gift.

Some gifts are not objects, but support and encouragement we give each other. A
recent card reminded me, “The best things in life aren’t things.” Often the best present
you can give is encouragement and appreciation. Each of us has an unlimited bank
account of credit to give away. Why not spread it around? Give the postman a special
word of thanks for marching on his feet all day to bring you the mail. Give your son
credit for helping with the dishes, and your spouse credit for taking out the trash or
mowing the lawn. Look around at all the things others do from which you beneɹt. Were
there cleanup crews after the big storm attending to the broken trees and downed power
lines? We complain loudly if we are inconvenienced by something, but do we also speak
loudly of the routine work that others are doing for us? What are they doing well? What
are they doing that is diɽcult or thankless? Never let an hour go by without giving
credit to someone.

try this:

Make a point of thanking people for thankless jobs. Look out for people doing diɽcult



or dangerous tasks. Wave, call out, express thanks in any way that seems appropriate.

Mention what you appreciate.

Giving credit seems scarce at universities. While a scholar may provide a footnote, it
is rare that he makes a point of thanking others for their work. In higher education we
are trained to look for what is wrong. We prize the critical life and see virtue in being
able to ɹnd fault and point it out. While the critical method sharpens the mind, it dulls
the heart. We fail to see what is right, what is working, what is good. Let’s change this.

Look around: give thanks, give credit, give encouragement, and never stop; become
liberal with your praise and acknowledgement of others, including strangers and not
excluding family members. Cultivate a generosity of speech. Be extravagant with your
positive ɹndings. Watch your world grow rich as you appreciate it and speak about it
often.

Understanding Interdependence

We are not alone. The improviser notices that his path has been swept by others and
that many hands are making the job light. By replacing the myth of the self-made
person with an understanding of our interdependence, we discover a more realistic
view, especially of our relationships. It is easy to forget that we are all in this together.
You may be sitting alone in a room, imagining: “Well, I’m on my own right now, aren’t
I, reading this book?” Yes. But you may be missing other parts of the picture. Let’s do an
inventory. Notice what you are receiving right now. Look around. Examine the detail.

What supports you at this moment? We began earlier in this chapter by noticing what
we were sitting on. What other objects, energy sources, or people contribute to your
well-being right now? Does a lamp or overhead light allow you to see this page? How
did this book come to you? Who else’s labor contributed to your having this book in your
hand? Who gave you the money to purchase this book? You may think, “But I earned it
with my labors.” Yes. And another truth is that the wages were given to you by your
employer. Thanks to his payroll staʃ and the tellers at the bank you were able to have
the cash in hand to buy the book.

I write these words on a laptop computer given to me by Stanford University. The
computer was purchased by a helpful department administrator named Ron who drove
across town to an electronics store to pick it up. Our production manager catalogued the
machine and loaded software for my use. Each of their labors makes this moment
possible for me. With a little eʃort I can discover others whose work has contributed.
What about the dockworker who loaded the cartons of computer hardware onto the
trucks that brought them to the electronics store? What about Kate in the Drama oɽce
at Stanford, who processed the invoice to pay for the machine? I am in her debt, too.



The improviser knows that she is inextricably bound and dependent upon others.
Everything we do (or refrain from doing) matters. My eʃort or my neglect of the
smallest detail has consequence. The story of the butterɻy on one side of the continent
whose beating wings create a tidal change on the other coast makes this point. The
theme of interdependence is celebrated in the television series Joan of Arcadia. God—
who shows up in many guises, including that of the school janitor, a bratty eight-year-
old, and a homeless man—speaks to Joan, a modern high-school student, and gives her
simple instructions. These characters, speaking for God, advise Joan to do things —join
a science club, hold a yard sale, sign up for piano lessons. At the conclusion of each
episode, we discover how these seemingly random acts-pay oʃ as links to some good
deed. When Joan joins the science club, she meets a boy whose father works to impound
autos. One of the cars recently taken in, and now for sale, she learns, is ɹtted for a
driver who must use hand controls. Joan’s brother is disabled and needs such a vehicle.
This “chance encounter” allows Joan to help her brother. It is only with hindsight that
we understand these connections.

The classic ɹlm It’s a Wonderful Life, starring Jimmy Stewart, illustrates this point.
Stewart’s character, distraught over a devastating business error, decides it is time to
end it all, lamenting that his life wasn’t worth living. At the moment when he is about
to ɻing himself oʃ an icy bridge, a guardian angel shows up to oʃer a guided tour of
what the world would be like if he “had never lived.” He is stunned to discover how
even the smallest of his actions resulted in great benefit to others.

We may miss seeing the part that our everyday actions play in this lively web of help
and support, and we often miss seeing the contributions of others. Applying the ninth
maxim, we exercise a new muscle of appreciation and, as a result, grow more realistic.
It is a useful lens, too, when a situation appears to be a bad one.

On Christmas Day my husband and I were en route to a holiday dinner when an
inattentive driver behind us, not seeing that we had stopped to allow a car in front of us
to make a turn, slammed into us. Our car was pushed into the car ahead. Being the
middle of an “auto sandwich” was pretty frightening. As all of the drivers got out of
their cars to point ɹngers, Ron and I took a deep breath and looked at what we could be
grateful for. By focusing on what was right about the situation instead of what was
wrong, we managed to avoid the shouting and blaming that could easily have made the
situation worse. We saw the gift in the moment: that we had been spared any injury and
that help was at hand.

Use this approach to create a lens for life. Train your mind to appreciate what you
are receiving. Generalizations such as “I have a lot of blessings” are missing something;
you need to go one more important step. Look for discrete examples of help and
support. They are everywhere. The very best thank-you is one that acknowledges the
detail of what you have received—thanks for what? I have always considered the all-
purpose “thanks for everything” to be a sizable cop-out and an eʃortless way to appear
to settle one’s debt without examining it. Which of these would you rather hear: “Thanks
for all you did, Aunt Gail” or “Thanks for inviting us for the holidays, and for making



such a delicious pot roast and my favorite lemon tart. And I really appreciate that you
invited my roommate, too. Our room was really comfortable, and we enjoyed having
those soft quilts on the beds. We loved learning how to play the word game you taught
us all after dinner. And please thank Uncle Claude for picking us up at the airport. His
advice about graduate schools was invaluable”? It isn’t always appropriate to give a full
list, of course, but whenever you take the time to thank someone, go that extra step and
mention something concrete.

The gifts of life come to us as separate items—a friend patiently waiting an hour
outside the emergency room, the grocery worker who climbs into the warehouse to ɹnd
an item that is not on the shelf, the hostess who puts fresh ɻowers in the guest
bathroom, the teacher who remembers to bring the copy of a novel she thought you
would enjoy reading, the attendant who repositions the fans in the gym to circulate the
air more agreeably. Life comes to us as details. Look for them.

try this:

Make a list of what you have received from others today. Find the particulars. What

unseen faces have been helping you today? Define both gifts and givers.6

Here are some entries from my tally today:

“My husband took out the trash and recycling for the weekly pickup.”

“Our insurance agent filed the accident report on our behalf.”

“The postal worker weighed my package and determined the correct postage.”

“A neighbor gave me heirloom tomatoes from her garden.”

“The road crew is resurfacing the road in front of our house.”

“My printer made copies of this draft.”

“The electric baseboard heater in this room is warming me.”

try this:

Who are your remote helpers? What person far removed from this moment (in time



and/or place) has made a contribution with his work that beneɹts you right now?

Imagine a distant contributor and trace the line of effort to the present moment.

(I have borrowed this interesting game that you can play with friends and family

perhaps when you are traveling.)7

For instance: The waitress who brought food to the automobile mechanic who ɹxed the car

for the electrician that allowed him to drive to work to wire the Drama-Department building,

which houses Ron, our administrator, who went to the shop to purchase the computer on which

I now write this paragraph.

Can you see that each contribution is a necessary link? My present comfort is in fact
the result of countless acts performed by others. Interdependence is a reality.
Understanding this can provide insight as we wrestle with the question of our place in
the order of things.

try this:

Practice thanksgiving. See how many times each day you can ɹnd to say thank you.

Express thanks out loud, looking for variations of ways to express it (“Thanks”; “It was

kind of you”; “I appreciate it”; “How thoughtful of you”).

try this:

Write a thank-you note or e-mail every day. Be sure to mention the detail of what you

appreciate.

[the ninth maxim]

wake up to the gifts

* Notice that the glass is half full.

* Treasure the details.



* Who or what is helping you right now?

* Make a point of thanking those with thankless jobs.

* What are you doing to give back?

* Keep the gift moving forward.

* Our smallest actions count. Everything we do has the potential to help others.

* Make “thank you” your mantra.
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[the tenth maxim]

make mistakes, please

The hardest thing to learn is not “how to juggle,” but how to let the balls drop.

—ANTHONY FROST, Improvisation in Drama

here is a sign in my classroom that reads, “If you are not making mistakes, you are
not doing improv.” Mistakes are our friends, our partners in the game. They are

necessary. Making mistakes is how we function. We don’t consider them as something to
be avoided; they are part of our operating system. The tenth maxim invites us to jump
into the world of “oops” with both feet. You will have some adventures.

It may take some getting used to. Mistakes have a bad rap, and nobody likes making
them. We imagine a row of stern-faced judges throwing up low scores every time we
take a misstep or ɻounder. “Fortunately,” my husband remarked, “there are no Olympic
judges watching our lives.” We need to start a revolution to celebrate the good that can
come from seeing mistakes as natural. Public mistakes can even humanize us; someone
who goes “oʃ script” or who fumbles seems more authentic, more real—like us. Most
audiences actually enjoy seeing those in the spotlight struggle and recover as long as
they appear cheerful about it.

When I say, “Make mistakes, please,” what I really want is for you to do something
risky or challenging, something out of your comfort zone, where mistakes are possible
(and likely), and to proceed boldly. Turtles are a good model, since they make progress
only when they stick their necks out. We need to develop this habit. I sometimes require
that my students make at least one ego-crushing mistake per class to get used to the
experience. It is not the mistake that should mesmerize our attention, but rather what
we do thereafter. Here is an example of how the pros handle it.

It was the New Year’s Eve performance of the True Fiction Magazine improv troupe.
The audience suggestion for the show’s title was “Battle of the Nuns.” The story
progressed as Sisters Agnes, Mary, and Claire found that they were in conɻict. The vicar
came knocking at the door of the priory. Diane, the improviser who had been named
Sister Agnes in a previous scene, answered the door. The vicar said, “I’ve come to see
Sister Agnes.” Forgetting that this was her own name, she replied, “I’ll go and get her.”
Then, taking several steps, she recognized her mistake. “Oh, right, Sister Agnes, that’s
me,” she smiled. “I guess all of us nuns look alike.” The audience loved this moment.

A mistake is most often a result that we had not planned—something unexpected, an
odd outcome or side journey, usually something new. Sometimes we use the word
“mistake” to imply an unwanted outcome. “Coming to this movie was a mistake.” While
we may bemoan a blunder or miscue, the real question to ask afterward is not “How on



earth did I do that?” but rather “What comes next? What can I make of this? What kind
of a bonus might this be?” A constructive response to a mistake is to notice it,
acknowledge it, and, if possible, use it. Artists do this all the time—capitalize on an
unplanned paint dribble. Are things not going your way? Notice the way they are going,
and follow the situation for a while to see where you touch down. Perhaps going to that
lousy movie landed you right next door to an intriguing new restaurant. Look around.

When I encourage you to make mistakes, I’m not suggesting that detail is
inconsequential—far from it. The opposite is true: detail is everything. The tenth maxim
is not a license for sloppy attention. If my absentmindedness results in a problem for
someone, the appropriate response is an apology, of course. Don’t be careless, and don’t
be overly careful. Our goal is resilience, and perseverance in the face of failure.

Thomas Edison’s experiments to ɹnd the proper medium for the ɹlament in the
electric lightbulb produced more than 3,000 mistakes, but he learned from each failed
attempt and kept on going. “Of the 200 light bulbs that didn’t work, every failure told
me something that I was able to incorporate into the next attempt,” Edison wrote.

Of course, there are times when accuracy is essential and when a mistake does create
a serious problem. Brain surgery and missile defense come to mind. However, 99.9
percent of the time, a mistake is just an unanticipated outcome giving us information.
That’s good.

try this:

Take a risk. Check out a new restaurant with cuisine that is unfamiliar to you. Order

something you have never tried that seems as if it might be appealing. Expand your

world of culinary experience.

Taking the Circus Bow

Matt Smith, a wonderful Seattle improv teacher and solo performer, taught me a
liberating game that can be used as a response to a personal screwup. He calls it “the
Circus Bow.” Matt claims this is how circus clowns deal with a slip in their routines.
Instead of shrinking and berating himself silently with “Oh, no, I really blew it!” the
clown turns to the crowd on one side and takes a magniɹcent bow with his hands
extended and his arms high in the air, proclaiming “Ta-dah!” as if he had just pulled oʃ
a master stunt. He then turns to face the other side of the audience and repeats the bow,
“Ta-dah!” Doing it in both directions allows him a 360-degree view of where he is.

The virtue of this is that it pulls his attention out into the world again, looking around
and standing tall. This engaged and forward-looking vantage point is an excellent place



to be after a blooper. It is more common to focus inward when a blunder occurs. “How
could I have done that?” The body shrinks and withdraws. Instead, a mistake should
wake us up. Become more alert, more alive. Ta-dah! New territory. Now, what can I
make of this? What comes next?

We need to let go of outcomes. This is the hard part. Naturally we have some result in
mind. We want the bar mitzvah to go without a hitch. We want the carpet to be
installed ɻawlessly, the dinner to come out of the oven like the magazine photos, the
meeting to start on time, the vacation to be perfect. The more precise my vision of an
outcome, the more likely I am to be disappointed. Things don’t turn out as planned. You
don’t need to abandon your dreams; just don’t let them get in the way of noticing what
is taking place. Observe the currents of life, accept what is happening, including
mistakes, and continue working to create the best outcome. The key here is a ɻexible
mind.

Surviving a mistake can build character. In 1992 Dr. Gerhard Casper accepted the
position of president of Stanford University. His inauguration in Frost Amphitheater on
October 2 was a prestigious event. Dignitaries in the processional included former
Stanford presidents Richard Lyman and Donald Kennedy, along with some seven
thousand guests. I was invited to join the academic procession and give a dramatic
reading from the writings of the university’s founder, Jane Stanford. I had been called
into service to portray Jane Stanford on previous occasions, but none as solemn as this.

I wore the traditional cap, gown, and academic hood under the bright California sun.
The day was radiant and warm. According to the program, my reading followed a
stately musical tribute to President Casper, composed for the occasion and performed by
the Stanford orchestra, who were on the stage behind the academic cadre. The conductor
launched the stirring piece, guiding the musicians skillfully. As the music came to an end
and a small silence ensued, I rose and walked to the podium, placed my book on the
stand, took a full breath, and declaimed: “And now, the words of Jane Stanford. …”
And, at that moment the horns and violins commenced the final movement of the piece.

Wrong cue.
Oh, dear. I froze as I looked out at the faces of the audience. It is hard to describe my

feeling at that moment. “Mortiɹed” seems right. What I clearly needed to do was to
return to my seat, enjoy (or at least, listen to) the ɹnal movement of the music, and
wait for the applause. Head held high, I turned and walked back to my folding chair. I
sat down and waited. The music came to a conclusion at last, and the applause
followed. I rose and returned to the podium. This time as I said, “And now, the words of
Jane Stanford,” I could hear the rustle of quiet laughter and a murmur of understanding
from the assembly. The truth of the moment (that I had ɻubbed my cue) had softened all
of us. The real task for me and for the spectators was to leave the mistake behind and
focus on the message I was there to deliver, Jane’s dream for the future of Stanford. I
rededicated myself to channeling her vision, and the reading went well. I did not let this
miscue become the event, just one moment of it. When you make a mistake, turn your



attention to what comes next. Focus on doing that well, with full mind and heart. Look
ahead, not back.

Jim Thompson, author of Positive Coaching, shared the story of my Stanford
inauguration gaʃe with his basketball squad, along with a John Wooden quote that “the
team that makes the most mistakes is going to win.” Thompson encourages his athletes
to play aggressively, to really go for it, and when they do make a blunder in practice to
silently say “Ta-dah!” In no time at all his players were not only mumbling it under
their breath, but running full tilt down the court shouting “Ta-dah!” with arms
outstretched and big smiles on their faces. Thompson said he would know that they were
really playing with abandon if one of them let out a “Ta-dah!” after making a mistake
during a game.

try this:

Take a circus bow. The next time you notice that you have made a mistake, done

something that feels silly or dumb, do the Circus Bow. Raise your arms in the air, smile,

turn left and right. Say “Ta-dah!” brightly. Then look around and see what needs to be

done next and do it. If the situation is a public one it is okay to do this silently, thinking

the experience instead of speaking out loud.

Improvisers are known to collect mistakes. Encourage and allow yourself to make at
least one blooper a day. Keep a tally. Congratulate yourself as you add to your mistake
list. Become a conɹdent mistake-maker. Lighten up. Notice how often a mistake can be
an opportunity or even a blessing. If your mistake creates a problem for others, don’t
forget to apologize.

Mistakes are a natural and inevitable part of living; they will happen whether we
adopt the way of the planner or the way of the improviser. This story of two cooks, a
true fable, makes this point.

Cooking: Two Ways

Our national cooking maven, the beloved Julia Child, who died in the summer of 2004,
was remembered as often for her ɻexibility and good humor as for her culinary prowess.
Her naturalness around kitchen disasters encouraged generations of cooks. Francis X.
Clines, writing in the New York Times, eulogized: “Mistakes were not the end of the
world, just part of the game. In fact minor slips and mishaps were weekly events of ‘The
French Chef and none of them seemed to faze Mrs. Child.’”



Cooking is an ideal paradigm for viewing the question of mistake-making. Two of my
friends approach the task diʃerently. Celia and Dalla both love to cook. Each enjoys the
pleasure of eating well and sharing food with friends and family. Those eating at their
table often say (of both cooks): “You should open a restaurant!” They have contrasting
styles—one is a planner, one is an improviser.

Celia subscribes to all the gourmet magazines and reads them cover to cover. She
takes cooking classes and pores over cookbooks, devouring them like novels. She visits
the local farmers’ markets weekly and surfs Internet sites for exotic ingredients and
specialty foods. Celia plans carefully and arrives at a perfect menu, sometimes spending
days driving around town to specialty shops and greengrocers to gather ingredients. On
cooking days she follows the recipes carefully. Indeed, her meals are sometimes works of
art. Many of them are delicious, some are so-so, and a few are, shall we say, not so
great … but all do feed her guests. Celia hates making mistakes, but they do happen
even when she follows a recipe faithfully.

Dalla occasionally reads cookbooks and food articles, but not very often. She does
spend a lot of time in her vegetable garden, however. Her basic cooking strategy is to
look around at what is closest to her. First, she opens the refrigerator to see what “needs
to be eaten.” Then she examines her garden to see what is ready to be harvested.

She is a wizard at using up what she calls “twiddledee-bits” (small amounts of
leftovers, sauces, liquids, etc., including a teaspoon of fading brown mustard in a jar
that most people would have simply thrown out). Dalla can’t bear to see any food go to
waste, so her central cooking approach is to take what is already there and compose it
in such a way that it is delicious, or at least palatable. She has a way of blending foods
and seasoning them so that the original leftovers are no longer recognizable —a new
dish is created. Leftover stir-fry turns into soup, leftover soup gets folded into spaghetti
sauce, and leftover spaghetti sauce is used for pizza topping. I asked her once about a
curried vegetable soup that I had found extraordinary. What on earth was her secret
ingredient? She replied: “Perhaps it’s the tablespoon of jalapeño jelly that I was trying
to get rid of. Someone had kindly given me this strange jelly, and I ɹnally used the last
of it in this soup!” Surely no recipe on earth includes adding jalapeño jelly to a
vegetable soup. Dalla isn’t afraid of trying something and making a mistake. From the
perspective of taste many of the meals are delicious, some are so-so, and a few are, shall
we say, not so great … but all do feed her guests.

Notice that both cooks— Celia, the planner, and Dalla, the improviser—have about
the same number of successes and failures. Both make mistakes. Planning carefully is no
guarantee that things will turn out error-free. And improvising is not a magic pill for
success.

There is even a melodious French word that describes Dalla’s method: bricolage. It’s the
art of commandeering the materials at hand—what is most obvious—to solve the
problem. This way of doing things turns limitations into assets. You start by carefully
noticing what is available. It is a mind-set—a deeply ecological approach. Improvising,



or dealing artfully with what is already there, can be understood not only as a backup
approach, but also as a way of life.

try this:

Experiment with the principle of bricolage. Instead of running to the store to buy

something, solve a problem using only the materials at hand. For example, use the

comics or an old calendar as gift wrap. Create a meal with what you already have.

Admitting Mistakes

Realists understand the wisdom of the tenth maxim. Great undertakings routinely
involve risk; trying something new may bring unwanted results. We all know that it is
possible to bungle even an ordinary or familiar task. While most bloopers don’t require
a mea culpa, some mistakes do. When things that involve trust go wrong, speak up right
away. It just makes sense to do so. Knowing that mistakes are inevitable, and admitting
them freely demonstrates courage and character.

In interviews for The Fog of War, Robert McNamara confessed that if they were
honest, all high-ranking military oɽcials (including him) would have to admit that they
had made mistakes that had resulted in needless deaths during wartime. We never hear
this, of course. Inevitably denial is the reply to any public accusation. However,
disavowing a mistake rarely fools anyone. Oɽcials who bend over backward rather
than admit an error appear shortsighted and cartoonlike. Wouldn’t it be wiser to
cultivate honesty? Join me in the campaign to “fess up when we really mess up”!

[the tenth maxim]

make mistakes, please

* If you are not making mistakes, you are not improvising.

* Be like a turtle: stick out your neck to make progress.

* When you screw up, say “Ta-dah!” and take a bow.

* Mistake? Focus on what comes next.

* Let go of outcomes. Cultivate a flexible mind.

* Mistakes may actually be blessings.

* Become a confident mistake-maker. Lighten up.



* Try bricolage—use what is there artfully.

* Admitting a mistake shows character.
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[the eleventh maxim]

act now

I cannot do
All the good
That the world
Needs
But the world
Needs all the good
That I can do.

—JANA STANFIELD, “All the Good,” Let the Change Begin

he essence of improvisation is action—doing it in real time. We act in order to
discover what comes next. We act because we have a purpose or a question. Using

action as our ɹrst response is not always easy, however. For many of us moving
forward comes only after reɻection, comparison, and planning; we think we must
decide on our course. Only when we are sure, when we’ve got, as my grandmother used
to say, “all of our ducks in a row,” do we proceed.

The eleventh maxim reminds us of the power of action as part of the discovery
process. For the improviser it is: ready, fire, aim. We begin before there is a plan. What
we do moves us forward and gives us more information about how to proceed. The
doing itself becomes the teacher and guide. Nike’s snappy logo “Just do it” reminds us
that it’s unnecessary to be motivated, get ourselves together, or even feel like doing it.
The key is to get up and go. “For all my dreams, I am what I do,” muses psychologist
David K. Reynolds. We know this, but taking action may appear daunting.

Sometimes it seems as if there are hurdles that must ɹrst be overcome. Suppose your
obstacle has a fancy name like “writer’s block.” Conventional wisdom suggests that this
needs attention. Adam, a television writer struggling with this, lamented, “I wish I could
ɹgure out why I keep putting oʃ the work I need to do. It makes me miserable.” He
went to a counselor and discussed it every week. He speculated that if he could ɹnd the
cause of his resistance he would get back to writing.

As I saw the problem, insight wasn’t the answer. Even if he had that great aha! he
would still need to show up at his desk and turn on the computer. Natalie Goldberg’s
first rule for writers, “Keep your hand moving,” was the best advice for him.

Any worthwhile job has its share of tasks that aren’t easy or appealing. Putting oʃ
those we like least provides a double penalty: the work looms and we consider ourselves
failures. Scheduling the dreaded jobs and sticking to our schedule can help. So if you
can’t get out of it, get into it.



try this:

Schedule that job you have been avoiding. Write it on your calendar or in your date

book. Set a speciɹc time and show up. Focus on taking the ɹrst step. What action will

begin the task? (Making a phone call? Pulling everything out of the refrigerator?

Assembling papers? Picking up the broom? Writing an apology note?)

A Japanese psychiatrist, Dr. Shōma Morita (a contemporary of Sigmund Freud),
founded a mental-health movement—Morita Therapy—based on the healing power of
action. He helped his patients to see that constructive action was already a cure,
suggesting that instead of trying to overcome their neurotic thinking, they should focus
on doing what they needed to do in their lives and doing it well.

Improvisers understand Dr. Morita’s insistence on the eminence of behavior. On the
improv stage action creates the world of play. There are no huddles in the back room.
Motivation is not required. Good intentions, beliefs, resolutions, even promises don’t
matter. Action does.

I watched a woman sitting in her car in our local shopping center buckle her seat belt,
open her car door, and toss a used beverage cup under the car. She slammed the driver’s
door and drove away, leaving the paper cup lying on the cement, half ɹlled with liquid,
dribbling, the straw poking out of the lid. My ɹrst thought was: “Why do people care so
little about our environment?” And, almost before the judgment had formed fully, I
walked over to the empty parking space, picked up the cup, and disposed of it in a
nearby receptacle. When I see something that needs to be done, I usually do it without
debate. The improviser in me is trained to take action rather than muse over whose job
it may be. It is always my job if I see it to do, and I’m able to do the task.

And it is a wise idea to tackle important tasks early. Procrastinating with an essential
job compounds the problem. The specter of it haunts. Start your day by doing what is
vital to your well-being. A celebrated anthropologist conɹded that he always does the
hard thing ɹrst in the very early morning hours. For him that meant writing. What is
most important to you?

try this:

Do the essential job ɹrst. What is it that really needs to be done? Try doing it ɹrst thing

in the morning.



Acting with a Buddy

Acting can be easier when you have company. Joining a class or a club is a natural way
to increase your chances to get going. Improvising is a collaborative art, and when
members of a group show up action naturally follows. We get energy from one another.
What seems like a chore when alone can become a party when done with a gang of
friends. Sharing work is a time-honored strategy—think of the quilting bee or a barn
raising. Are there modern equivalents in your life?

And don’t overlook the power of the buddy system. Are your friendships based solely
on supportive talk? Why not strengthen the bonds through action? Relationships grow
when we do useful things together. Be the instigator.

try this:

Harness the power of friendship. Make plans with a friend to meet regularly for

something you both need to do. (Show up three times a week at 7:00 in the morning for

a power walk, for example.) Or invite a buddy to join you in a job you have been

putting oʃ. (Clean out your closet together, selecting clothes to give to charity.) Make a

pact to trade help and join your friend in doing something.

Not Doing: Scorpions on the Path

You might think the rule “act now” is a prescription for work mania. It is not.
Constructive action arises from clear purposes. (Remember the eighth maxim: stay on
course.) Sometimes what is needed is inaction—waiting, resting. Charging ahead can be
foolhardy. An improv saying that reminds us of this is: “Don’t just do something. Stand
there.” Our goal is always appropriate action, doing what is needed. Occasionally this
means doing nothing while being watchful or waiting for others to act before
proceeding.

As an improviser I am in training to keep the whole picture in perspective. A reɻexive
reaction to a situation can rob me of a truly intelligent response. Everyone has blind
spots. Checking to see if my initial reaction is appropriate is wise.

On a morning walk through Stern Grove in San Francisco, I passed a strange animal.
It was about nine inches long, maroon in color, and it looked like a small lobster or
crawɹsh. Only it wasn’t in or by the lake; it was right in the middle of the cement
walkway, far from any water. The creature, which I later determined to be a rather
large scorpion, was very much alive and moving in an easterly direction, the same way



that I was going. He was progressing slowly. I paused to inspect him as he crawled
forward, lobster-style. Apparently his senses had not yet detected me coming from
behind.

Twenty minutes later on the return walk, I encountered him again; this time I was
moving straight toward him. As I entered his ɹeld of vision (or sense) the little fellow
lurched into an abrupt attack position, standing on his hind legs, waving his scary
pincers at me. He was executing a two-legged war dance, probably a defense strategy.
“Fair enough,” I thought. “Nature at work.” I continued on my way, and ten yards later
I looked back to see that he was still on his hind legs, menacing the air. Although the
threat had clearly passed, he was still defending himself. Poor fellow, he was wasting so
much energy. He had failed to notice that the big shadow was far away now and had
never shown any signs of harming him.

The incident made me think about ɹrst reactions and how common it is to substitute a
habitual response for a considered one. We’ve all experienced a knee-jerk reaction.
Notice that reactions have two parts: how I feel and what I do. As I clean oʃ the desk, I
ɹnd a two-months-overdue telephone bill. (My husband is ordinarily responsible, and
unpaid bills are red ɻags to me.) Initially, I focus on my emotions. I’m upset. If I act on
the feeling alone I may well speak to my husband in an accusing manner. Instead, if I
consider what needs to be done, I can approach the situation more constructively. First I
need to ɹnd out if, indeed, the bill is still overdue. It’s possible that it has been paid. If it
hasn’t, I need to ɹgure out what I can do to remedy the situation. Perhaps this is the
opportunity for what David K. Reynolds calls a “secret service,” to pay the bill myself,
although it probably wouldn’t remain secret in the long run.

With only a moment’s reɻection, I discover that I don’t need to wave my arms at all.
It is a poor habit to allow emotions to dictate behavior. No feeling is ever a justiɹcation
for strident words or a discourteous act. While I cannot control my ɹrst reaction to an
event, I can control what I do thereafter. Choose your behavior mindfully. That’s real
personal power.

Doing It a Different Way

The call to action (“act now”) provides a platform for developing ɻexibility. In the third
maxim: just show up we discussed the value of changing where we are. With the
eleventh maxim you can discover the unexpected beneɹts that come from changing how
you do something. Try doing it a different way.

try this:

Change some simple habit. For example, instead of using a mug, experiment by drinking



your morning coʃee from a bowl, the way the French do, or from a small glass, as

people do in Turkey. Instead of walking briskly from your car to the oɽce, try a

different pace—walk very slowly, observing everything.

try this:

Change your daily schedule by one hour and see what happens. Start by going to bed an

hour earlier than you normally do. The next day, get up an hour earlier and leave for

work an hour earlier. When you get to work, do something you haven’t done before:

take a walk, read a magazine, clean oʃ your desk, just breathe and enjoy the extra

time. Do your work on schedule and then go home. Remember to go to bed an hour

earlier than normal. If there’s a TV program that you normally watch, tape it, if you

can, so that you can watch it at a more convenient time.

try this:

Go home a new way. Find another route from your home to work (or from your

apartment to the store) and take the new path. Pay attention to the landmarks and the

vegetation. Become a traveler in your own neighborhood. You may wish to take a

different route every day for a week and see what you find.

[the eleventh maxim]

act now

* The essence of improvising is action.

* Act in order to discover what comes next.

* You don’t need to feel like doing something to do it.

* Schedule a difficult task and stick to your timetable.

* Invite a buddy to join you in doing what you need to do.



* Do the hard thing first.

* To find a new perspective, try doing something a different way.

* Sometimes not doing is what is needed.

* If you can’t get out of it, get into it.



i

[the twelfth maxim]

take care of each other

We are creatures of community. Those individuals, societies, and cultures who learned to take care of each other, to love each
other, and to nurture relationships with each other during the past several hundred thousand years were more likely to survive
than those who did not.

—DR. DEAN ORNISH, “Love and Survival”8

magine a small boat on the high sea. In it are ɹve improvisers, all hoping to weather
the storm. These players know that they need one another’s attention and help for

survival. The actor’s nightmare is being in front of a paying audience without a script.
So how do they do it? Each one works for the welfare of the others. Selɹshness can have
no part in this. While a player who is out for herself may succeed as a stand-up comic,
she won’t make it as part of a good improv ensemble. Consummate improvisers are
marked by their generosity courtesy and ability to watch out for the needs of their
teammates. A person who observes the twelfth maxim is someone you would want with
you in a foxhole.

We are told early in training to make our partner look good, to do whatever is
necessary to honor and advance all of his oʃers. The safety, welfare, and reputation of
each player are in the hands of his team members. In practical terms we agree to take
care of each other.

There’s a Zen koan about two monks walking along an embankment in the dead of
winter. A blizzard rages, and the snow is deep. The elder monk slips oʃ the narrow path
and falls ten feet into a snowy crevasse. The younger monk assesses the circumstance
and sees that there is no way to pull his friend to safety. The koan asks what the young
monk should do. The answer to this puzzle is that the young monk should jump into the
abyss with his fellow monk. Sometimes the only thing we can do is to join the suʃering
of others —to be there alongside them. There is no ɹx, no remedy. But we dare not
leave our comrade alone in distress.

Improvisers are quick to join a player who appears to be struggling on stage. Where
possible, they do something to improve the situation. When this is out of the question,
like for the young monk in the story, they are simply there, alongside their ɻailing
friend.

We know that some suʃering is inevitable and cannot be ɹxed. Loved ones fall
seriously ill. Accidents happen. Pets die. Tragedy strikes. At these times our capacity to
help and care for one another is tested. The improv stage can be seen as a permanent
crisis zone where players give their best to one another, make sacriɹces, fall down
together, pull one another up, and if all else fails, jump into the abyss as a fellow



sufferer.
Once members of a group have experienced the exhilaration and security that comes

from this level of support, they recognize that it is the heart of working together. It is
like having a guardian angel (or group of them) taking care of you all the time. Plus, if
you adopt the twelfth maxim you are in training to be a guardian angel.

try this:

Become a guardian angel. Pick a friend, coworker, or family member and decide to look

out for this person. Maintain a watchful eye to see if there is anything you can do to

smooth his path, make her world brighter, or help him with his projects. Write her notes

of thanks or encouragement.

Sharing Control

On the improv stage players work together seamlessly in a manner that can appear
mystical to outsiders. Observers often suspect that skillful improvisers are actually
executing some formula or preplan: it seems impossible that human beings can
cooperate so harmoniously without some prior agreement. Stephen Nachmanovitch
describes the phenomenon in Free Play:

I play with my partner; we listen to each other; we mirror each other; we connect with what we hear. He doesn’t know
where I’m going, I don’t know where he’s going, yet we anticipate, sense, lead, and follow each other. There is no agreed-on
structure or measure, but once we have played for ɹve seconds there is a structure, because we’ve started something. We
open each other’s minds like an inɹnite series of Chinese boxes. A mysterious kind of information ɻows back and forth,
quicker than any signal we might give by sight or sound. The work comes from neither one artist nor the other, even
though our own idiosyncrasies and styles, the symptoms of our original natures, still exert their natural pull. Nor does the
work come from a compromise or halfway point (averages are always boring!), but from a third place that isn’t necessarily
like what either one of us would do individually. What comes is a revelation to both of us. There is a third, a totally new
style that pulls on us. It is as though we have become a group organism that has its own nature and its own way of being,
from a unique and unpredictable place which is the group personality or group brain.9

Learning how to work together moment by moment without a known formula is the
essence of improvisation. We recognize this ability when we watch jazz musicians,
giving and taking stage, harmonizing, creating a piece of music before us, and ɹnding
an ending just when it is needed. This wordless synchronicity can be found in ordinary
life as well. Great teams have it. They watch each other carefully and seem to know just
when to act and when to hang back. I’ve seen a restaurant kitchen that ɻows with this



kind of communication. Zen monastery kitchens are sometimes like this. Perhaps you’ve
been part of a team, ensemble, choir, musical group, or committee that worked in this
way. Clearly, the ideal of teamwork is what fuels countless workshops, seminars, and
wilderness experiences. It’s possible to train ordinary people to work like improvisers.
The improv “talent,” which involves listening carefully, observing the actions of others,
contributing, supporting, leading, following, ɹlling in the gaps, and looking for the
appropriate ending, can be taught and learned.

For those of us who value independence, sharing control can be the hardest lesson of
all. My students know a lot about either leading or following. From the improvisers’
perspective there are drawbacks to the traditional way of handling control. While it
may be easy for a leader to take charge, make all the decisions, and run the show, his
vision alone feeds the process. His “followers” are simply along for the ride to carry out
instructions. A successful follower must subordinate his ideas and preferences to the will
of the leader. The follower has the payoʃ of being rewarded for obedience and not
rocking the boat. The leader, of course, must generate all the ideas and give instructions
to everyone.

In the improv world the working paradigm is one of shared control. It diʃers from the
“I lead and you follow” model in that both parties must stay alert and energized and
actual leadership is likely to change moment by moment. Both (or all, if more than two)
are always responsible, while neither (or no one) is “in control” in an absolute sense.
The rule is that all improvisers have the right and responsibility to move the scene
forward, adjusting always to what the new reality is. Doing what needs to be done
becomes the guiding principle.

When this principle is working optimally, players report that it feels as if no one is
actually in charge, but rather that all are surrendering to the story that is carrying them
forward. It’s more like a Ouija board working well: neither participant is pushing the
pointer, but both are receiving the message. The skill that the improviser cultivates here
is attention to the needs of the moment and an outward focus. She becomes the
bystander who knows that what needs to be done is to pull the passenger out of the
wrecked car or to provide a villain if things are going too well in a story. With shared
control you must constantly wake up to the moment and act on that information.

The old response “It’s not my job” is never an acceptable excuse for the improviser.
It’s always my job, if the job needs doing and I am there to do it. It’s the diʃerence
between the following two strategies for keeping the kitchen clean: in the “Left Brain
House” all the jobs are carefully assigned and posted on the house bulletin board. Mary
washes dishes on Friday. Tom cooks. Celeste empties garbage. Therefore, if Celeste
enters the kitchen and observes a pile of dirty dishes staring at her, she can with
impunity walk right past them and grab the garbage bag. When she has ɹnished
dumping the bag, she can sit with her feet up and watch TV, while gloating that her
work is “done” and Mary’s isn’t. In the “Right Brain House” (of improvisers) all three of
our players are responsible for whatever needs doing. Using this model, whoever sees
the dishes ɹrst will wash them. If, over time, one player notices that the work is not



really being shared, then perhaps a reminder to other members of the team would be
suɽcient to right this. Those who “drive” (always control or dominate the situation) and
those who “wimp” (fail to contribute or accept responsibility) are making improv errors.
Pointing this out to the player would be enough to begin a correction. The improvisers’
spirit is fiercely egalitarian.

I believe that human beings want to cooperate with one another but old patterns and
reɻexes keep them from the discovery of the delight of the give-and-take that comes
from shared control. My husband and I use this model of working together on many
household chores. Sharing control has many lessons, among them the value of staying
alert while remaining silent and/or doing nothing. We are always responsible, but
never in true control of the situation. And it is essential that we play our part. Isn’t this
just like life?

tips for sharing control

Become really alert. Open your eyes.

Breathe and remind yourself to relax.

Notice what’s going on—attention, attention, attention.

Watch what others are doing and saying.

When you see something that needs to be done, do it.

Keep adjusting to how it is rather than how you’d like it to be.

Make your partner look good—support him or her.

Make sense out of the moment.

Notice mistakes as they occur, then refocus on what’s needed to continue.

Keep on acting, even while wondering if it’s the right thing to do.

Playing with Kindness

Of all accolades given my group, the Stanford Improvisors, the one of which I am most
proud is: “SImps are the nicest players in the league. They are just so darned pleasant to
be around.” Not all groups emphasize courtesy as an essential element of their play, but
we do. Working together with so many unknowns, sometimes kindness among players is
all we have. Certainly it is one of the ways that we care for each other. So often, the
opposite message, “Take care of yourself,” is the one that is reinforced.

In an eʃort to understand how we perceive our world, environmental journalist Bill
McKibben did an unusual experiment. In 1990 he had a Fairfax, Virginia, cable
company tape their entire channel lineup of programs for a twenty-four-hour period.
Then he took the 1,700 hours’ worth of videotape home with him to the Adirondacks for
a year and watched it. His ɹndings, which are chronicled in the book The Age of Missing



Information, should not come as a surprise. In a speech he gave in Vermont, he
summarized:

It’s not just that there’s so much chatter and clutter constantly coming at us. There’s a very deep message coming at us
through that chatter—a signal through all that noise. When I thought about all that TV that I watched, the residual idea,
the central theme, is that each of us is the center of the universe—the most important thing on earth. We’re being told
we’re the heaviest object around and that everything needs to orbit around our ideas of convenience and comfort—this
Bud’s for you.10

He went on to say that although this message appeals to some part of our nature, at a
deeper level we know better. “It’s clear that we evolved to be in more contact with the
natural world than we now are, to move our muscles and our senses, to interact with all
of the life that evolved alongside us. And we evolved to be in contact with each other,
not just by email, but ɻesh to ɻesh, face to face, in community”11 This is one of the
great appeals of improvising together.

Playing with consideration and kindness promotes a sense of security. This is
necessary when we are doing crazy risky things—it is essential during chaos.
Competition is replaced by cooperation. These old-fashioned virtues must be unearthed,
studied, and practiced. It should be obvious that these values transcend the improv
stage. Kindness pays oʃ with coworkers, friends, and neighbors. And a good family
requires it. Consider the convenience of others. Give up criticizing. Listen attentively.
Pay attention to your partner’s story. Look for ways that you can advance his dreams
and interests.

My husband, Ron, is a marathon runner. I’m a couch potato basically, and at heart I
am not much interested in sports. He comes alive when he describes his runs, complete
with details of the water stops and the variations in his heart rate. For years I have
pretended to listen until I could change the subject back to something that interested
me. Recently, however, I’ve begun listening to his tales of running, and I ask questions
about his experience. To friends I praise his eʃorts and goals. I bought him a
subscription to a runners’ magazine, and I accompany him on his trips to out-of-town
races. I volunteered to give out sports drinks at the Silicon Valley marathon. I’m now on
the lookout for things that I can do to support his love of running.

It should come as no surprise that my attitude shift produced a positive result: I
became interested in his world, and I no longer need to fake my attention. While I
haven’t yet signed up for the Boston marathon, I did join a women’s gym, and I am
having fun training. Now Ron and I trade stories about our workouts. Looking for ways
to “make my partner look good” started this chain of happy events. It has made our love
grow. Kindness has away of returning tenfold to the giver.

You cannot improvise successfully without applying the rule of consideration. Adding
it to one’s life can deepen relationships and cultivate friendship and it can even mend a
marriage. Doing things in a kindly way and also doing kind things —both are



important.
In 1947 David Dunn, a business counselor and banker, wrote an article that ɹrst

appeared in Forbes and later in Reader’s Digest. It was published ɹnally as a small book
entitled Try Giving Yourself Away. Dunn describes an experiment in which he did just this
every day. Each of us has diʃerent things to give, he points out, and what we see as a
gift is an individual matter. “Some of us have spare time; others have surplus mental or
physical energy; others have a special art, skill, or talent; still others have ideas,
imagination, the ability to organize, the gift of leadership.”12 Once committed to this
goal, Dunn discovered countless small acts that he could do to accomplish it.

A principle he followed was to give voice to any positive thought he had. If he was
sitting in a restaurant and enjoying a delicious dish, he would always let someone
know. He might walk directly into the kitchen and compliment the cook, or, on arriving
home, write a note. He often did research to ɹnd out who was responsible for something
he liked, and then contacted them with praise and appreciation.

Recently I wrote a letter of thanks to the CEO of Google, the Internet search engine
that started its life at Stanford. It occurred to me that this free product was making my
life easier in dozens of ways. I cited twenty examples of how the product had helped me
in that week alone—ɹnding a photo of the nursing home in Virginia where my father
had been taken, booking a room at a bed-and-breakfast in Vienna for a Christmas trip,
converting square footage to cubic measure, buying airline tickets, checking on the
location of a local restaurant, researching a quotation, locating an old friend. A few
weeks later, a package for me arrived from the company, which included a
complimentary T-shirt, baseball cap, pen, and blank book. No matter how I try to give
back, it seems the world keeps on giving to me.

try this:

Consider others ɹrst. Devote a whole day to putting the convenience of others ahead of

your own. Check this against your habitual response. Notice when this is hard for you.

Discover how rich this can make you feel.

try this:

Do something kind for the planet. Remember the “Random Acts of Kindness” bumper

sticker? Look around for a small thing that needs to be done in your neighborhood or

work environment. Without taking credit or telling anyone, do something nice. (Pick up



debris that missed the trash can; water a plant that appears neglected; or move a fallen

branch across a trail, for example.)

Really Listening: Kindness in Action

Listen with all you’ve got. Improvisers must be the world’s best listeners, since every
word spoken is vital. Listening is raised to the level of art among professionals. Players
will need to remember facts mentioned only once. The most seemingly insigniɹcant
detail can become the focus of the story so everything said (or done, for that matter)
must be understood and remembered.

Actors in the True Fiction Magazine group do a simple exercise. One person speaks for
three minutes, telling a story or describing something with a lot of ɹne points. Her
partner listens intently. When the storyteller ɹnishes, the listening partner immediately
begins to repeat the story, verbatim if possible. The goal is to reproduce the speaker’s
words exactly. The challenge is to retain details and place names in the order spoken.
This may seem a daunting task, but with a little practice, it is possible. We can all
become better at this. A little eʃort is required, but the results can be amazing. W. A.
Mathieu’s wonderful resource, aptly titled The Listening Book, provides a treasury of
simple games and exercises for those who want to be better listeners.

try this:

Listen as if your life depended upon it. Listen not only for content but also for tone and

rhythm, for the quality of what is being said. Challenge yourself to remember what you

hear.

Being Generous

Generosity is a corollary to kindness. A generous person is a wealthy one. It has nothing
to do with how much we have and everything to do with our willingness to give or
share. Generosity is related to the “yes and” rule. Players know that part of their
contract is to give more than is asked.

At Stanford I was invited several times to give a team-building workshop for lively
groups of young entrepreneurs who had been chosen to participate in the elite Mayɹeld
Fellows Program (MFP), a nine-month work/study curriculum designed to develop a
theoretical and practical understanding of the techniques needed to grow emerging
technology companies. Professor Tom Byers, director of the program, shared the group’s



guiding principles. These ɹve rules are essential for the successful entrepreneur, he told
me:

1. Show up on time.
2. Be nice to people.
3. Do what you say you’ll do.
4. Deliver more than you promise.
5. Work with enthusiasm and passion.

These rules sound a lot like improv advice. The reminder that an entrepreneur should
always deliver more than she promises is a great rule for life. Whenever possible, be
generous.

As we cultivate the habit of taking care of one another it is natural to extend that
respectful way of working to the environment and to the things of our life. Caring for
objects that serve us makes perfect sense; respect need not stop with people. In his
delightful book of recipes and spiritual reɻections Tomato Blessings and Radish Teachings,
Edward Espe Brown gives us a prescription that comes from a Zen saying: “Use two
hands to carry one thing instead of one hand to carry two things.”13

[the twelfth maxim]

take care of each other

* Be someone’s guardian angel. Make your partner look good.

* Rescue or join someone struggling.

* Share control; don’t hog it.

* Kindness is essential during chaos or a crisis.

* Try giving yourself away.

* Always put positive thoughts into words and action.

* Do “random acts of kindness.”

* Put other people’s convenience ahead of your own.

* Listen as if your life depended on it.

* Deliver more than you promise.
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[the thirteenth maxim]

enjoy the ride

Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile can be the source ofyour joy.

—THICH NHAT HANH

’m sorry for the disturbance that our rowdiness causes, but I’ve never found a way to
teach improv that isn’t boisterous. My classroom in the Drama Department at

Stanford rings with noise, thumping, shrieks, and gales of laughter. Passersby wonder
how this levity can contribute to serious learning. It does. Having fun loosens the mind.
A ɻexible mind works diʃerently from a rigid mind. The pleasure that accompanies our
mirth makes learning easier and creates a climate for social as well as intellectual
discovery. Of course, laughter isn’t a prerequisite, but there is no need to exclude it from
the learning process.

So, if you can, have fun. Enjoy your life. Both the Buddha and the Mona Lisa have a
shy smile on their faces. Perhaps, even amid suʃering there is something to grin about.
Traditionally, “fun” isn’t a word associated with work or getting the job done. It
happens after work. Children and puppies have fun. Adults engage in serious work:
“enjoyment” isn’t part of that lexicon. Let’s change all that.

I am inspired by the creativity of a former student who is using the sunshine of humor
to teach what is often dry subject matter—nutrition. Dr. Bradley Nieder wrote to me
recently to share his story after leaving Stanford. Calling himself “the Healthy
Humorist,” Brad is a full-time physician who is also a successful public speaker. He
promotes healthful living (eating well, exercising, etc.) with jokes, rhymes, and funny
stories, using the improv skills he learned in class. In reply to a query about laughter
being the best medicine, he confessed, “After all, penicillin is a better medicine. And
morphine works wonders, too. But laughter is still very powerful.”14

Science recognizes the value of play in nature. Animals galumph, rolling in leaves,
working oʃ excess energy and calories, playing. My aging cat passes hours chasing and
batting a paper ball made from a wadded toilet-paper wrapper—pure play. Enjoyment
is a way of approaching an activity, not the activity itself. I have a friend who can turn
a trip to Disneyland into work with her obsessive need to see and do everything in an
orderly fashion. On the other hand, cleaning out the attic or garage can be a playful
activity, if you turn on your favorite upbeat music and dance your way into cobwebs,
stopping to take pleasure in the odd treasures lurking there.

Enjoy the ride, if you can. The aging bumper-sticker saying “Angels ɻy because they
take themselves lightly” reminds us of the beneɹts of ɹnding perspective. Step back,
take a breath, and lighten up. The instruction “enjoy life” is an easy sell. Everybody



wants to be happy and to avoid suʃering. The trick, of course, is to learn how to have
fun. What constitutes enjoyment? How can we bring it home?

Nearly everyone who joins the improv world as spectator or participant cites “because
it is a lot of fun” as a reason for their involvement. Those who would avoid “Improving
Your Communication with Others” as too dull will ɻock to “Improvisation Games —
Laugh Your Way to Better Relationships.” There is something about playing games,
making up stories, and performing zany challenges that appeals to the kid in all of us,
that reminds us of times when life was simpler.

At Stanford, where learning is very serious, improv is a welcome relief. We need to be
reminded of our capacity for delight and pleasure. Finding wonder, remembering how
to play inhabiting a classroom where there are no wrong answers—these are things we
all yearn for. If we lose touch with our faculty for play, we do so at our peril. We all
know people who look for this joy in all the wrong places—by trying to get high on
whatever turns them on—drugs, shopping, winning. …

It takes so little to create the context for human play. First, we must be in the same
room physically so that we can touch each other. It is useful to have a few rules to
follow (or break) and a willingness to make mistakes together. Having a guide or
teacher helps, but isn’t necessary. What creates natural laughter? The unexpected, the
spontaneous, giving without thought of return, falling down and getting up, being
playful, being silly—these things can bring joy. Create a space where there are no
wrong answers. Hang out there. Invite some friends. Improvise.

try this:

Make up the words to a song right now and sing it. You can invent the tune or go ahead

and use a melody that you already know—just add new words. Sing about your day.

Now.

One graduation weekend the seniors in my group produced a graduation improv show
for parents and friends. They played together one last time, performing challenges (a
scene in Shakespearean verse about their chemistry ɹnal …). I watched the faces of the
audience enjoying the mayhem —they had smiles as big as Texas, and I was reminded
that it takes so little to produce a lot of pleasure: the human presence, playing together,
making mistakes, solving riddles and problems, laughing, getting it right, getting it
wrong, singing a song.



try this:

Play games together. Invite friends over for a “gaming night” and potluck. Try this easy

game: How Many Uses for This Object? Pick a simple household object (a wooden

spatula, a casserole lid, a dish towel, etc.) and pass it around the group. As each person

holds the object, he suggests a possible use until no one can think of anything. (Holding

the spatula up like a microphone, I might say, “It’s a mike!” Ron mimes paddling: “It’s a

canoe paddle.”) The last person with an idea wins. Note that there are no wrong

answers. Make up your own games, or gear up for the classic Charades. When was the

last time you played Twenty Questions? (Is it animal, vegetable, or mineral?)

Smiling

While waiting for a mechanic to repair a ɻat tire, I entered a small sandwich shop. My
interaction with the lone waitress behind the counter was memorable. She was in her
early sixties, with graying hair pulled back into a bun, and she was wearing the widest
and most sincere smile that I had seen in some time. She looked me straight in the eye,
appearing genuinely pleased to be serving me. I was struck by the quality of her
attention. I ordered a tuna-ɹsh sandwich on whole wheat. “Would you like that toasted?
It’ll only take a minute. And how about a free pickle?” she said, beaming. I accepted
both oʃers and watched as she carefully prepared the sandwich. She smiled broadly
again as she delivered my order, assuring me that she was eager to provide anything
else I might want. Here was a worker doing a simple job who was fully engaged, who
showed all the signs that she was enjoying her work, her life. Why is this a rare thing?

I sometimes hear complaints from adult students that their jobs aren’t creative or
rewarding. I wonder. Joy seems not so much dependent on the conditions of our
external reality as it is on our way of looking at life. We apportion value. It is not
intrinsic. The waitress was ɹnding joy in her work, making sandwiches and serving
them to guests. She did not demand that the job “be joyful.”
Beyond all other freedoms our greatest liberty is our ability to choose our attitude.
Viktor Frankl documented this great truth in his moving book Man’s Search for Meaning. I
tell improvisers to oʃer a pleasing face to the group. Look at one another with
encouraging eyes. Avoid a scowl or judgmental look. Be a good actor. Make someone
else’s day. Travel guru Rick Steves has a formula for the right way to approach travel.
“Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking,
change your liking.”15



try this:

Spend one whole day giving away smiles to everyone you encounter. Smile at yourself

in the mirror, too. Notice the effect of a smile.

Fun isn’t always possible, of course, and it is never a prerequisite for doing what we
need to do. Some jobs require persistence and action, whether they are appealing or
not. Never give up on something simply because it doesn’t seem enjoyable. Wishing it
were so is unrealistic. The point of the thirteenth maxim is to look for ways to enjoy
what we are doing instead of waiting until we are engaged in a pleasurable task.

I really like washing dishes. I focus on the feeling of the warm water, the soapy
bubbles, and the service I’ve received from the diʃerent items in the sink. I often slow
down, savoring the experience—but not always. Sometimes I just wash dishes, fun or
no.

try this:

Schedule an event that is all about fun. Do it for a friend, or better still, with someone

who needs cheering up (perhaps a senior or a child in a hospital): making balloon

animals, a hayride, skinny-dipping in a pool, a karaoke party, break-dancing lessons,

attending an improv show, touring an ice-cream factory. Have fun. Enjoy your life.

Seriously.

[the thirteenth maxim]

enjoy the ride

* Find joy in whatever you are doing, including ordinary tasks.

* Look for ways to play. Play is essential to human growth.

* Learning is enhanced when we lighten up.

* Laughter is good medicine.

* If something is not to your liking change your liking.

* Give away smiles every day.



* Do something just for the fun of it.



[epilogue]

Some improvisations take longer than others. It will seem comically ironic that
a little book on the subject of improvising has taken me more than twenty years to
write. The ɹrst draft of this manuscript dates back to 1981. I have, in addition to dozens
of three-ring binders gathering dust on my shelves, a bewildering array of backup disks
—the old ɹve-and-a-quarter-inch ɻoppy kind, the more modern three-and-a-half-inch
plastic disks, 100M Zip-drive disks, and, more recently, what are called USB jump drives
—thumb-sized gizmos that hold thirty times the data that could be stored on my ɹrst
computer—all of these labeled “Improv Book.” I can’t remember a time when I was not
writing this book.

I want this fact to give you courage. As your improv guru shouldn’t I be able to
produce exciting results “on the spot,” without an ounce of sweat, in real time? What on
earth took me so long? Why didn’t I just improvise this book? Actually, I did. Think
about it. I’ve kept on saying yes to the voice that wanted to tell this story. I’ve shown up
year after year, day after day to my writing desk. I’ve made whale-sized mistakes trying
to ɹnd the right form for the message. (For years this was both a drama textbook and a
self-help manual.) I’ve returned over and over to my purpose (stay on course) of writing
a book that will share the mysteries of improvising with everyone, and I didn’t stop
until I found the perfect editor and publisher who understood and believed in the
project. Plus, I have been enjoying the ride, thanks to all the gifts of support from my
friends, students, and colleagues along the way. So you see, improvisations come in
many sizes, forms, and time frames. Perhaps there is a great dream gathering dust on
the shelf of your life. It is never too late to start it or make progress if it is under way
but neglected.

I know that doing decades of improv play has conɹrmed me as a cockeyed optimist. I
believe that people can change. I’ve seen it. Profound diɽculties and bad habits are
often surmountable. The phenomenal growth of the twelve-step programs worldwide is
a testament to the determination of millions to improve how they live. If there is a
change that you need to make I hope that the improv maxims have inspired you to get
started.
When I gave up those paint-by-numbers kits years ago, I started on a diʃerent path.
I’m grateful to the kit makers because their product got my hands moving with a
paintbrush in the ɹrst place. In the half century since then, I’ve painted a lot of
postcards. I know from experience that images appear, ideas pop into my head, and
words come to me. What shows up on the paper is so often a wonderful surprise. Improv
has trained me to be less concerned with outcomes and more interested in the process
and in the quality of my relationships.

However, there are ɹnal products and endings to this work, and when I look at them I



see not so much my handicraft as that of a greater source. My lesson has been that
Polonius’s advice, “To thine own self be true,” isn’t quite right. When I improvise it isn’t
my truth that comes to light, so much as the truth that includes all of those with whom I
share this life, the truth of the moment. Working this way can connect us with the bigger
picture, and we may be able to ɹnd a clearer sense of our role in the divine scheme of
things. The privilege of life becomes more apparent.

I have always been moved by the Buddhist story of the blind turtle. It is a teaching
fable designed to illustrate the concept of “precious human rebirth”—the wonder of the
gift of human life. According to the legend, a man threw a wooden yoke into the sea,
and it drifted around, tossed by winds east and west. Once every hundred years a blind
turtle would rise from the bottom of the sea and swim to the surface. How often, do you
imagine, will this turtle poke his head through the ɻoating ring? These are the odds we
have of being given a human rebirth, according to the ancients. It seems wrong to waste
it, don’t you think?

Years ago I wrote a fable to illustrate this urgency.

The Water Tank

In the small town of Tuvida, water allotment was legislated. When a child was born, the
town council held a drawing and assigned the child’s water allowance for life. The
lottery was random, so one might receive anything from 100 to 100 million gallons. The
water was stored in a giant cylinder in each person’s backyard. There was a tap on the
side of the tank. To the eye, everyone’s tank appeared the same—it was enormous, and
could easily hold enough water for seventy to a hundred years of use. The diʃerence, of
course, was that the amount of water inside each tank varied. And there was no way to
determine how much that was.

The citizens of Tuvida dealt with this reality in a variety of ways. One man kept
records of all the water used by everyone for the past ɹfty years; he had created a chart
showing the statistical probabilities for the amount of water each person was likely to
have been given. Some townsfolk rationed the water parsimoniously never even
planting a garden for fear of overusing their supply; some put in hot tubs, water
fountains, and swimming pools to celebrate their imagined bounty. One fellow built a
huge lake for ɹshing, boating, and swimming to share with his neighborhood. However,
the one thing that no one ever chose to do was to turn on the spigot and just let the
water run freely. Of course, occasionally, while a person was watering his lawn he
would forget, but no one consciously wasted it.

How would you use your water allotment if you lived in Tuvida? Think of the minutes
in your life as drops of water from your tank. Your tap isn’t dripping, is it?
What shall I do with this precious time, this improvisation that is my life? I’ll bet you
have some ideas. Improv points to ways of being more and better alive, ways of cutting
through our patterns of procrastination and doubt. It is up to each of us, however, to



make the move. No dream or goal is too large or too small. A life of meaning and value
is achieved through purposeful action. Risk is involved. Feeling insecure is natural,
expected—part of the territory. And while improvising won’t guarantee perfect results,
it does oʃer us the chance to join the party, to get on stage. And remember that there is
lots of support out there.

Why waste another moment? Today is an ideal day to begin. I’m sure that you aren’t
waiting to come up with a perfect plan or to memorize all your lines before you start.
You know better now. Just jump on the stage of life and try/see. Then you will have
earned your membership in our secret society of improvisers. I wish you good fortune
and great adventures as you skip jump and stumble along this way. Step on stage. Take
a bow. Have a good time. Improvise!
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finding an improvisation class

Since improvising is a social art, the best way to study it is by working in a group.
Taking a class in improvising is ideal, if you can locate one in your area. If you live in a
metropolitan area in the United States or Europe, chances are that there is an
improvisation class (or many) being taught near you. Check local entertainment listings
to ɹnd the names of improvisational theater groups in your area ɹrst. Often these
groups oʃer classes to the public or will know where improvisation is being taught. A
phone call to their box office may put you in contact with a teacher

Continuing Studies programs, adult learning centers, and university extension
divisions are likely to host classes and workshops. Theater training programs and
university drama departments typically have resources for improv or can guide you to
them.

The Internet is a vast resource of improv information. The Improv Webring (see
Resources) is a clearinghouse for URLs relating to improvisation. It is a good starting
place. If research doesn’t turn up a local class, consider starting your own group. You
might seek out someone with improv knowledge or experience to help you; any
educational program with a drama department, including a high school, might have
faculty who could help.

Keith Johnstone’s wonderful book Impro for Storytellers is the best book I know as a
guide for improv games and exercises. The classic Improvisation for the Theatre by Viola
Spolin contains hundreds of such games. And, of course, it’s great to improvise and
make up your own games and challenges. The important thing is to enjoy the process.
Remember that there are no wrong answers.
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