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At this point [ eagerly turn the mic over to our guest speaker today,
Mike Subelsky with his reflections on improvisation as a means of
transformation and change. Mike.

Good morning everybody. I am an improviser but that doesn’t
mean that [ can’t bring notes.

I thought a lot about — well you guys plan ahead because I was
invited here like six months ago so I’ve had a lot of time to think
about what I was going to talk about. We perform improve theater
as an entertainment. So I spend a lot of my time thinking about
things that any other theater person would, marketing, things like
that but in thinking about what would be of interest to a spiritually
minded group I realized that most of the people that are involved in
improvising are doing it because they want to experience a
transformation in their lives or at least when they’re rehearsing or
they’re on stage. So I thought I would talk about some of the
things that I’ve observed as a director and a teacher and in my own
experiences improvising on stage because I think there are some
universal lessons there.

One of the things that I really picked up on in the service during
your invocation you mentioned your individual efforts joined in a
collective spirit and that’s really what we do. I want to say a little
bit about what improv theater is just in case you don’t know but it
won’t be the focus of what I talk about. It’s unscripted theater.

We tell spontaneous stories through discrete actions. We never
know what’s going to happen next. So those discrete actions could
be something like a pointed look or miming an object or making an
accusation to another character on the stage with you.

The thing is whatever one of those things I do they don’t become
real until someone else that I’'m working with makes it real through
an honest and spontaneous reaction and we call each of those
actions and reactions a move or an offer because that’s really what
you’re doing with the people that you’re working with in your
collective spirit. You make your individual effort but it doesn’t
mean anything unless I’m there to experience it and add to it. We
don’t have any props, no scenery, no pre-defined characters or
plots. So what that means is there’s no safety railing that you have
to be yourself when you’re up there and it’s really immediately
obvious when you’re not. That is thus what leads to the
transformation and growth because there’s not a lot of
opportunities for adults in life to really be pushed beyond their
comfort zone, to really find out who they really are.
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We do use forms that guide us. We don’t just randomly kind of
spin off in a million directions but the forms are more like a Haiku
or trying to write a sonnet in iambic pentameter. The constraints
are there to inspire creativity. Okay. If it still sounds kind of hazy
and you don’t know what I’m driving at a superficial
demonstration of improv is from the TV show Who’s Line Is It,

Anyway?

So if you’ve ever seen that show just imagine a more deeply
satisfying experience because they edit that show so you don’t see
the failures. So part of what makes improv great is that you get to
see people take huge risks and fail but then dust themselves off and
then do something that’s totally hilarious a few minutes later. The
last thing I want to say about it before I get into the meat of my
talk is that improv doesn’t have to be funny. In fact we say that if
you try to be funny you’ll fail. So a lot of people first getting into
it are obsessed with the idea of pleasing everyone else and being
hilarious and they end up not hitting it. So we always say aim for
the truth and you’ll hit comedy.

So do all this you really have to rely on your intuition and that can
mean different things to different people. I think that’s a force that
comes from your soul, from something that’s really unique to
every person. So as a teacher and a director a lot of what I actually
am doing is — I sometimes feel more like a yoga teacher or a some
kind of mediation teacher because I want people to simplify and to
just relax and be more themselves. The things that make improv
good are [ think what make for a good life.

We teach that the keys for a good experience on stage are
believability, fearlessness and playfulness and I think these
qualities map very well to leading an affirmative, positive life
which I think the mapping would be honesty, courage and
flexibility or not taking yourself too seriously. So that’s why many
people find improv training useful for that reason and often they
come to our classes and they don’t want to ever perform. They just
want to become a better writer or better public speaker or
something like that and then we end up capturing a few of those
people who just want to keep on doing it. So you really have to
rely on yourself and the people that you’re working with and we
are fond of saying, “Leap and the net will appear.”

So again, that’s something that I’m sure you can all think of a
moment when you just had to, “I have no idea if this is going to
work but I have no choice. I must proceed,” and most of the time
it tends to work out. In the long run it all tends to work out.
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What have I learned about the human condition in this time that
I’ve been doing this? First of all I believe that humor comes from
two things; breaking tension and doing something that’s very
recognizable. You can also get laughs from being sort of whacky
and crazy and transgressive but we eschew that because that’s not
very memorable. That’s not the kind of thing that you’re going to
go home and say, “Oh you really had to be there.” It’s also
available elsewhere like in standup comedy and things like that.

So we go for tension breaking and recognizability which are easy
to do. Tension breaking, what happened when there’s some kind
of a conflict that’s been building between two characters and then
something unexpected and funny happens that kind of lets you take
your — whew — gives you a break from that. Recognition comes
from people that are — it could be some really absurd situation but
you recognize that relationship that’s going on between people.

It’s hard to give specific examples because they never sound
funny. You really have to be there.

So forgive me for not doing that but like a hypothetical example
would be if you were seeing something on stage, two people that
were doing some kind of absurd job in a crazy work place that
were not real but they’re having a very familiar dispute like we’ve
all had the boss that has unrealistic expectations or we’ve all
worked with somebody that doesn’t do their share of the work. So
you see some dynamic like that that you recognize from life and
that’s funny but not in a way that laughs outside of that space. So
these are estate but they’re very hard to do because we have a lot
of social training and cultural experience and defense mechanisms
that as adults that prevent us from being real a lot of the time, not
just on stage but everywhere. It’s hard to build tension because
many of us are trained to avoid conflict at all costs. Even conflict
can be good and healthy.

You can’t really come to an agreement about something unless
you’re willing to state what you want and who you are, what
offends you and a lot of times people don’t do that. I have this
laboratory where I get to see that all the time, where people kind of
do everything they can and usually through words. They try to talk
their way away from whatever’s most interesting in the scene and
also what’s most interesting in life. If we were just a little bit more
straight forward with each other and trusted each other a little bit
more I feel like a lot of misunderstandings would be avoided or at
least we would save some time because that’s what often happens
in the classes that I teach is that eventually after a couple of
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minutes we get to some really kernel of interesting truth and it
involves one person’s character really being affirmative and
saying, “I want this,” and the other person saying, “Well I want
this,” and that’s when the actual scene starts.

So a lot of what we’re doing is just telling people, “Why don’t you
just start there. Why don’t you just skip all the prelude of
creating” — we call it feeding premises to the circumstance monster
or something like that or we’ll just come up with more wacky
reasons why we’re here and we’re having these emotions. It’s also
hard to build tension because we want to please other people at the
expense of ourselves. So a lot of times you’ll have two people that
will have both really good, interesting ideas and one person will
just immediately throw their idea away to focus on the other
person that they’re on stage just because they don’t want to be the
center of attention or they want to — they don’t ever want to be the
source of something. They just want to add to something else.

We also like to comfort and apologize too quickly without really
hearing what the other person is saying. So that can really shut
down interesting conflicts on stage and productive conflicts in life.
People are also uncomfortable with being honest and being real.
It’s common to see beginning improvisers make cheap jokes to
break the tension, to give a pawn or mug to the audience because
whatever’s happening is a little too tangible. On stage it’s
unfortunate because then you don’t ever get to break that tension.

It’s like as soon as two characters start to really have a dynamic
that’s going to be recognizable or deep or memorable somebody
has to pull the ripcord on that. I know I’ve done that in my life. I
used to drive my fiancé crazy by making puns all the time.
Fortunately I’ve had some luck in figuring out how to get myself
out of that. So these things make it hard to create something that’s
recognizable and believable.

People become so self-critical. We all edit ourselves so much.
That’s what we lose when we become official grownups and no
longer children. People are so worried about being funny they end
up just being very cerebral and not interesting and I think that
shows up in life as well. How many of us have a creative
inclination or used to write or play music when we were kids and
we don’t anymore because we don’t think we’ll be good at it and
then you never get to be good at it. People are too much enamored
of our own cognition.
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Improv provides its power from spontaneity. You have to rely on
continual, instinctual decision making. Most of the instincts that
tell stories are very natural to us but because we’re so in our
jobs, in our lives we’re used to reading a book about how to do
something or Googling it on the Internet and we think that we can
figure it all out with our brains and you lose one of the great things
about being human which is your intuition and your natural
instincts. You can tell on stage when people are stuck in their
heads. They become robotic and wooden and they stay stuck in
place and a lot of — you’ll have a lot of two person scenes where
people are exactly three feet apart and they’re just talking to each
like this and they don’t move around.

They don’t touch each other. They don’t look at each other’s eyes.
Also people really hate themselves sometimes. They’re afraid of
their own strongest emotions, positive or negative. So I’ve seen
people that come across as very bold and fearless and they’ll say
anything. They don’t care.

They have all this courage because they just can’t stand themselves
and their own ideas. They walk about on stage just sort of dripping
with irony and self-detachment and they can’t stand the things that
they’re saying. It’s sad. I don’t have an answer from the world of
improv for how to get around that. It’s just something that’s in all
of us to some degree and if you ever feel that way it’s normal and
there’s things you can do to pursue, at least can get you more in
touch with that but I don’t know an answer to that, exactly how to
go about doing that.

Also our culture constricts our humanity. In real life you have to
obey a lot of cultural strictures real or imagined so that you can be
taken seriously. If you’re a man there’s certain things that you can
do easily where no one will ever question you. Ifyou’re a woman
there are certain things that you can do that no one will ever
question you but there’s all kinds of possibilities that you probably
don’t even consider because you think, “Well a person of my race
or my sexual orientation or my religion or my age would never be
taken seriously to do that.” That’s the fun thing about improv is
we get to play around with those things and there can be a lot of
humor and recognizability in those situations.

One of my favorite exercises is if you get two people sitting in
chairs across from each other about two feet apart, a little bit closer
than they would ordinarily and you have them do a scene and those
scenes play so differently whether it’s two men or two women or a
man and a women or an older person and a younger person. You
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could have them do the exact same movements and they create a
completely different feeling in the audience. If I'm in a scene with
a woman that’s about my age or younger and I reach across to
touch her shoulder it means something totally different than if it’s
two women there. There’s nothing wrong with — our culture’s our
culture and there’s some great things about it but how many times
have I been prevented from comforting someone in that way
because I don’t want it to be misread or worse, how often is that
instinct totally preempted because I don’t want to create a
misimpression or something like that.

So I thought you might also be interested in the golden rules of
improv that I teach although we don’t really have rules because
that already smacks of too much cognition but there’s guidelines
that we’ve learned over the years that lead to more success. I think
they’re useful to think about in terms of success in your life. I'm
going to read my golden rules and then I have a quick reading from
a book here and then I’ll be done.

Absolute acceptance of offers by other improvisers. These are
tremendous gifts that you should always accept with genuine,
strong responses. Absolute commitment to decisions you make.
Never give up on yourself.

If you fail, fail big. You can see my Diana Ross impersonation in
San Diego for that. Finally, don’t think, just act. Your instincts
will become better over time but only if you learn to rely on them.

All right, so then I wanted to not just share with you what I think
but also a little reading. I can tell this is a very thoughtful group.
This is from a woman named Viola Spolin who is a very renowned
thinker in the theater world. She wrote this book Improvisation for
the Theater which is all about getting everyone involved in theater.

“We learn through experience and experiencing and no one teaches
anyone anything. This is as true for the infant moving from
kicking to crawling to walking as it is for the scientist with
equations. If the environment permits it anyone can learn
whatever he or she chooses to learn and if the individual permits it
the environment will teach everything it has to teach. Talent or
lack of talent has little to do with it. We must reconsider what it
meant by talent.

“It is highly possible that what is called talented behavior is simply

a greater individual capacity for experiencing. From this point of
view it is in the increasing of the individual capacity for
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experiencing that the untold potential of the personality can be a
vote. Experiencing is penetration into the environment, total
organic involvement with it. This means involvement on all levels,
intellectual, physical and intuitive. Of the three the intuitive, most
vital to the learning situation is neglected.

“Intuition is often thought to be an endowment or a mystical force
enjoyed by the gifted alone yet all of us have known moments
when the right answer just came or we did exactly the right thing
without thinking. Sometimes at such moments, usually
precipitated by crises, danger or shock the average person has been
known to transcend the limitation of the familiar, courageously
enter the area of the unknown and release momentary genius
within. When response to experience takes place at this intuitive
level, when a person functions beyond a constricted intellectual
plane intelligence if free. The intuitive can only respond to the
immediacy, right now. It comes bearing its gifts in the moment of
spontaneity, the moment when we are free to relate an act, involve
ourselves in the moving, changing world around us.

“Through spontaneity we are reformed into ourselves. It creates an
explosion that for the moment frees us from handed down frames
of reference, memory choked with old facts and information and
undigested theories and techniques of other people’s findings.
Spontaneity is the moment of personal freedom when we are faced
with the reality and see it, explore it and act accordingly. In this
reality the bits and pieces of ourselves function as an organic
whole. It is the time of discovery, of experiencing, of creative
expression.” Thank you.

Page 7 of 7



