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FOREWORD 
LEE BENZAQUIN 
Watching this project grow over the past year has been a treat. 
While I tend to approach most things with care and calculation, 
the Hambook has felt like something I’ve thrown to chance; fold-
ed up, stuffed into a jar and left to ferment in the wild. A real 
kombucha of a project. And, look—it’s growing! Since the last is-
sue’s release, we have added a new member to the Hambook 
Administrative Team (welcome, Sarah Wagener, and thank you 
for wanting to be involved), we have held focus groups, we’ve re-
leased Issues I & II as hard copies, and we’re thinking about or-
dering stickers. It’s slow moving, but it’s serious growth, and it 
wouldn’t be happening if people like you weren’t reading, re-
sponding and donating. Thank you. 

⚇ 

I’ve been talking to a lot of improvisers in Chicago and lately 
everyone is curious what’s on each others’ minds. “I wonder 
what shows the young improvisers are seeing?” the older folks 
will ask. “How do the older improvisers feel when their friends 
move away?” ask the young. “What can I do to get people to see 
my show? To perform at my theater? To read my improv maga-
zine?” 

That last one… that might only be on my mind. 
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So, how do we get inside the heads of people unlike ourselves and 
learn what they are thinking about? The answer seems obvious to 
me now, but it wasn’t until Thomas Kelly pointed it out that I re-
alized: you just fucking ask them. 

Thomas proposed that the Hambook hold occasional focus 
groups, where we talk to improvisers and ask them how they’re 
feeling. The first was very informal; we got four or five experi-
enced improvisers in my living room to chat over beer and pizza. 
Thomas and I stayed pretty quiet and watched them talk about 
how much the scene has changed throughout their involvement. 
Two months later we hosted another, with a lot more people and 
a lot more beer and pizza. This time, we focused on folks relative-
ly new to Chicago improv. While I won’t reveal any specifics from 
either of the nights (the phrase “this is a safe space” was used lib-
erally), I will tell you this: people care about this stuff. Whether 
they’re new to it or they’ve been around for a while, there are 
people—there are artists—who care about improvisation. 

⚇ 

It’s important to remember that different people show their care 
for the same thing in very different ways. In focus groups and 
everyday conversations, I’ve met people with a variety of ap-
proaches to caring for improvisation. Some focus their care on 
craft, some on community. Some want to perfect traditions while 
others drive forward into uncharted territory. Some want to build 
a place for the new improvisers to grow, while others want to es-
tablish a professional theater for those who’ve worked hard for it. 
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Some focus on being the best individual improviser they can be, 
and some lose themselves to group mind. 

I love watching improvisers who care, and I love examining how 
they care. But lately I’ve seen such a disrespect for each others’ 
different approaches to caring. There is no right or wrong 
way to care. I get so sad when I look at the separation of opin-
ions within the improv community. It’s stupid, because we all like 
the same thing. We just like different parts of it. 

Let’s say you absolutely love Bridgeport, Connecticut. I don’t 
know why you would; maybe you grew up there. And you meet a 
friend who, for some reason, also loves Bridgeport. But get this: 
that friend grew up on the other side of the city (if you can even 
call it that). And that friend has a completely different favorite 
part of Bridgeport. They like the other pizza place, and the other 
abandoned building. And maybe you prefer your pizza place, and 
your abandoned building, but I bet anything that this friend can 
show you one gorgeous alleyway you’ve been missing your whole 
life. That beautiful, smelly, piss-covered alleyway that will forever 
change the way you look at the city you’ve always loved. 

Look, the analogy begins to break down the deeper we get into 
Bridgeport, but I think you understand what I mean. 

⚇ 

I hope you like this issue. I certainly do. Dina Facklis shares the 
five tips she gives every new improviser. Mike Brunlieb tells us 
why after all these years, he keeps returning to Spolin. Corie 
Anderson troubles hegemonic gender structure in improvisa-
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tion. Christina Seo surfs her way through scenes and commu-
nity. And Steve Nelson returns with an interview with 
Meaghan Strickland about her approach to the artform. 

If you want to reach out to us, do so without hesitation. If you can 
afford it, donate a couple bucks to the project. Remember that 
level one class you spent a couple hundred bucks on? Well, we’re 
giving you this for free. If you get even a fraction of what you got 
out of that class out of this issue, consider giving us that fraction 
of what you spent so we can keep making more issues. If every 
reader gave just one dollar, we’d have… well, I don’t know how 
large our reader base is, but I bet we’d have at least one dollar. 

As always; read slowly, and take care. 

April 2017 

P.S.: Oh yeah, these things↑. We’ve already received some dona-
tions since the last issue, and we didn’t quite know how to show 
our appreciation. So we’re giving credit to our donors by slapping 
their names on plaques Adopt-a-Highway style and placing them 
throughout the issue. If you know any of these folks, thank them. 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THE FRESHMAN FIVE 
5 Things That Get In The Way Of Every Beginning 
Improviser 

DINA FACKLIS 
If I could go back in time and tell my 24-year old improviser self 
some things, you bet your bottom dollar I would probably never 
stop talking. Let’s just put it this way: MISTAKES WERE MADE! 
Trust me, these will all be spoken to later. And, in a lot of ways, 
these errors made me better, so I’m grateful for them.   

What’s funny is that I’ve now been teaching improv for over ten 
years and many of these mistakes are now being made by many 
of my students. In other words, by golly, I believe I’ve discovered 
a pattern… 

And I’m going to call this “pattern,” or these common mistakes, 
the FRESHMAN FIVE. Shall we discuss? 

1. Getting Hung Up On The Rules 
God knows we teachers throw an EFFLOAD of rules at you stu-
dents. There are the general ones—the “yes’s” and “keep it in the 
now's”—and then there are rules within each of the zillions of 
forms you can learn. Then we load you up with specific ways dif-
ferent devices can be utilized. IT’S A LOT AND IT CAN FUCK YOUR 
MIND. 



Now get ready for this shit, because it’s corny as hell, but it helps 
if you don’t think about these things as “rules” but as “tools” or 
“devices” that are there to help you. It changes our perspective 
from, “Oh, hey, I better not do this,” to, “Hey, this might help me 
right now.”  

For example: We’re told all the time to supply a “why” in a 
scene… that it will help inform our POV (“point of view”). And 
nothing could be truer. “Why’s” help you.  

I often use this example: 

Let’s say a woman wants to save her family farm. 
Her “why” in the Lifetime movie version of this story:  It’s been 
in her family forever and it has sentimental value. 
Her “why” in the Kristen Wiig version of this story: Her whole 
family thinks she is a big screw-up and she is going to prove 
them wrong. 

“Why’s” help you have more fun in the scene. They are helpers… 
they are not rules. What’s more is that they are habits you can 
easily develop. I do a little check-in with myself 3 lines into a 
scene: have I communicated my “why” yet? 

Simple perspective shift: rules are less rules, more tools and good 
habits. 

2. Making Things Too Precious 
IT’S SHOWTIME, FOLKS! 

The lights, the crowd, that magical energy in the air. It feels 
amazing.  
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However, here’s the downside: it can also feel like a lot of pres-
sure. We say to ourselves, “It’s a show, goshdarnit—-let’s give 
these people an amazingly perfect and hilarious show.”  

More often than not, this makes “the show” so important that 
fear and hesitation take over and this renders good improv deci-
sions impossible. 

We say to ourselves, “I have to make the perfect move right here,” 
or, “Oh no, they’re not laughing…” It’s too much to put on our-
selves and it also puts us in our heads, and guess what? You got 
it: we stop listening!! It’s essentially a panic attack, improv-style. 

If you look at more experienced improvisers, you’ll see them 
playing to the piece—they give themselves up to it. In other 
words, they stop making the show too precious and this trans-
lates to the perfect amount of confidence. Because they realize it’s 
all an improviser is capable of, and by reminding themselves this, 
they stop caring by caring the exact right amount. And a big part 
of that comes from the knowledge that there will always be an-
other show and another opportunity. Re-
member that, and enjoy the show.  

And side note: it doesn’t hurt to make it all 
about YOU having fun. Forget the audi-
ence. Fun is contagious. 
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3. Redemption Island 
 A LITTLE EXTENSION ON NUMBER TWO 

“Redemption Island” mode is when you have a scene up top in a 
show that you don’t feel great about, so you spend the rest of the 
show (or class) trying to make up for it. You pull out your “arse-
nal” of hilarious characters that don’t serve the themes of the 
show—you start going for laughs instead of focusing on POV and 
serving your scene partner. You stop being an ensemble member. 
It’s like you’re fixing something, and that, my friends, leads to 
desperation mode. And when has desperation ever been attrac-
tive or productive? 

More importantly, this “mode” is DANGEROUS—again, it takes 
you out of the piece and you stop listening; you just focus on 
yourself. 

4. Plot Plot Plot Plot Plot Plot 
When we start out, we think that, in order to make our scenes 
stage-worthy, they have to have a plot: We go into Everybody-
Loves-Raymond-Mode and think we have to have some elaborate 

storyline: someone can’t find something (usually 
a contact lens), or the boss is going to be here 
in five minutes and the report isn’t done, or the 
dreaded personality-less transaction scene. We 

front-load our scenes with problem instead of 
emotion and POV and that is where we massive-

ly shit the bed. 
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Don’t get me wrong; we can have plot, but we can’t only have 
plot. 

We want characters—characters like George Costanza and Leslie 
Knope—characters that really, really want something. Something 
that influences their entire being, not just the moment at hand. 
Usually, this is something is specifically silly and that makes it 
even more delicious. George Costanza: he wants people to respect 
him. What’s his go-to fake job? An architect, because he thinks 
that sounds so smart. And his go-to fake workplace: Vandelay 
Industries, because it sounds respectable.  

I like to say “When in doubt, care way too much about something 
silly,” like George Constanza. And let that silly care inform how 
you deal with the scene/plot. 

5. MAKING GOALS INSTEAD OF LISTENING 
Remember when I mentioned all the mistakes I made? Well, I’ve 
covered four of them so far, but there was one that trumped them 
all: 

I tried to control improv.  

I would “overdrive” and force scenes with complex initiations, 
make moves that weren’t me just because I saw more skilled im-
provisers make them. I would try to do something because I 
thought it was cool— but it in no way served the piece. I tried to 
make improv my bitch, and guess what? 
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Improvisation CANNOT BE CONTROLLED! It’s 
improv. You can’t predict its outcome, nor can 
you rush its progress. You have to, as they say, 
go with the flow. 

I remember when I had my first round of 
long-form shows at iO. I would spend the 
days before shows thinking about all the great 
characters I’d try, and I’d imagine impressing my 
friends or family members, or even better: my 
boyfriend (okay; I thought he was my boyfriend). 
Great plot ideas would come to mind—BEFORE I EVEN HEARD 
THE SUGGESTION! I’d revel in fantasies in which I’d make all 
these great connections and big thematic moves—I daresay I even 
would set out to create art. And forget the ensemble and me en-
gaging with said ensemble, I was going to do this on my own; be 
the improv hero. A one-woman improv show with 9 other people 
who were onstage with me for no reason. 

And improv isn’t about any of that. It’s about being in the mo-
ment, reacting to what just happened, listening to your scene and 
ensemble partners, and giving yourself up to the piece. It’s a ma-
chine you create with your ensemble and everything that hap-
pens is what’s supposed to happen. 

Have you ever seen a great show where amazing connections 
were made and then asked someone in it, “Hey, did you plan 
that?” I have a thousand bucks that they said, “No.” 
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That’s improv. Everything happens because of what happened 
JUST BEFORE IT. Not because anyone planned it days, hours, or 
even five minutes in advance. 

Example: 

Let’s say I was going to a bar with friends and before we went I 
set up the goal, “Hey, I’m going to fall in love tonight.” Pretty 
lofty goal, and an outcome that you could never predict… and 
there’s even a saying out there, “It happens when you least ex-
pect it.” 
So I get to the bar, I ignore I friends and look over their heads 
for the “perfect” dude.  I stop having fun because I don’t even 
attempt to engage in anything that’s happening because of this 
impossible goal. The night doesn’t end like I thought it would, 
so I leave defeated, discouraged and disappointed and my con-
fidence is shot for the next coupla days. 
Sounds like a pretty shitty improv show, right? 

I now say one thing before I go onstage (and before I got to bars, 
before I go to work, before I go go out for coffee and dinner, etc) 
and I tell all my students to say the same thing. Say it a hundred 
times. Then do it... 

“LISTEN.” 

Because it’s all you can do. 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IMPROV TROUBLE 
Hegemonic Gender and Sexuality in Long-Form 
Improvisation 

CORIE ANDERSON 
In her book Gender Trouble, feminist theorist Judith Butler 
writes about the topic of gender with the intent to trouble it, to 
challenge and confuse the category that so invisibly shapes our 
identities. Butler’s use of “trouble” is not meant to be negative, 
but rather is thought of as a practice that citizens should feel em-
powered to employ in the face of systematic control. In this essay, 
I hope to trouble long-form improvisation in a similar way by in-
corporating Butler’s ideas on gender performance as well as 
broad ideas on gender as a hegemonic creation. I will assert that, 
in order to be successful in improv, the actor must understand 
the performative aspect of gender. Furthermore, the actor must 
realize the responsibility she has on stage to use these ideas about 
gender to call attention to the cultural hegemonic order of the 
real world. That’s all she can do. Where the actor and audience go 
from there is up to them. 

Gender and Improv Performance 
Judith Butler tells us that “gender reality is performative which 
means, quite simply, that it is real only to the extent that it is per-



formed.”  Rereading her work, I was struck by 1

the similarities between her discussion of 
gender and my own ideas about the art of 
long-form improv. Like Butler’s gender theory, 
improv does not exist until it is performed. The 
stage is an empty and neutral space before the 
first actor makes her move in a scene and begins to 
build a world for the audience. Only through 
these performative acts does something come 
alive on stage. Butler continues: 

Because there is neither an 'essence' that gender expresses or 
externalizes nor an objective ideal to which gender aspires; be-
cause gender is not a fact, the various acts of gender creates the 
idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gen-
der at all.  2

The gender that Butler refers to here is the male/female binary, 
and her views thus cement the idea that gender rigidity is neither 
natural nor normal. This system is present in every part of soci-
ety, from the moment we are born and given a pink or blue baby 
blanket to the one of two little boxes we check on applications our 
whole lives. From our first waking moments, we are told there is 
a right and wrong way to be gendered, or to act out the gender we 
are “assigned” by society. I agree with Butler here and will go a 
step further in saying that this practice of acting out gender can 

 Butler, Judith. "Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Fem1 -
inist Theory." Performing Feminisms: Feminist Critical Theory and Theatre. Ed. Sue-Ellen Case. Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1990, 278.

 Ibid, 273.2
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be harmful. To continue with this analysis of quality, what then 
would be a “good” way to express gender? I would argue that the 
perfect expression of gender is every expression, since every gen-
der is singularly constructed through cultural and historical in-
fluences on the gendered individual and thus could be nothing 
more than what it is. Here, awareness of this cultural gendering 
is key. 

There is no single true gender expression, and similarly, there is 
no objectively right way to improvise. Butler writes, “as a shifting 
and contextual phenomenon, gender does not denote a substan-
tive being, but a relative point of convergence among culturally 
and historically specific sets of relations.”  The art of improv, in 3

its purest form, is not constrained by ideals. It is rooted in the di-
versity of artists. Therefore the goal of an improv set isn’t to craft 
the perfect joke, but rather to discover what happens when these 
specific people stand on a stage at this specific point in time, 
when unique human beings bump into each other and create 
worlds one improvised act after another. A perfect set is what re-
sults from this spontaneous interaction between people and ideas 
and has nothing to do with it being good, bad, or even funny. 

The Symbolic Order and Hegemonic Discourse 
Improv and gender exist in the same world and thus are both his-
torically and culturally influenced. They also both adhere to the 
same symbolic order, which is “the social world of linguistic 
communication, intersubjective relations, knowledge of ideologi-

 Butler, Judith (2002-05-03). Gender Trouble: Tenth Anniversary Edition (p.15). Taylor and Fran3 -
cis. Kindle Edition.
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cal conventions, and the acceptance of the law.”  Gender is pro4 -
duced and reproduced through these ideas of the symbolic order: 
language (e.g., gendered pronouns), relations with other gen-
dered beings (e.g., female defined as not-male), and the adher-
ence to social rules (e.g., gendered restrooms and sections of 
clothing stores). Improv is a part of this symbolic order too. So 
when performing in this world, an actor must think about what 
she is creating for her audience. Why is the audience seeing this 
show? What are their expectations? What does the actor want 
them to take away? 

Furthermore, what is the duty of the actor to her audience? By 
asking herself these questions, I hope she comes to the conclu-
sion that I have: the actor’s role in long-form improv is to build a 
world on stage that mirrors the real world in order to expose the 
hegemonic forces that invisibly encase the audience. 

The symbolic order exists to reinforce cultural hege-
mony, which in its most basic form, is the social and 

political control of many by a few in power. Judith 
Butler breaks this down in relation to gender, “these 

limits are always set within the terms of a hegemonic cul-
tural discourse predicated on binary structures that appear as the 
language of universal rationality. Constraint is thus built into 
what that language constitutes as the imaginable domain of gen-
der.”  The binary definition of gender is not an accident. It has 5

 Felluga, Dino Franco. (2015). Critical Theory: The Key Concepts (p. 307). New York, NY: Routledge.4

 Butler, Judith (2002-05-03). Gender Trouble: Tenth Anniversary Edition (p.13). Taylor and Fran5 -
cis. Kindle Edition
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been specifically created by those in power to constrain citizens. 
Institutions take advantage of this binary (and every cultural sys-
tem that is communicated as “norm”), with whole ways of life and 
industry built around reproducing the male/female dichotomy. 
The gender binary is most ubiquitous in language. Only now is 
our society dipping its toes into upsetting this gender system with 
many people identifying as genderqueer and choosing to use 
pronouns other than he/him and she/her. This enlightened shift 
must be portrayed on stage, and not in a way that calls attention 
to how new or strange these changes are, but to show that just as 
men and women exist in the real world and thus on stage, so do 
people who do not identify with either of those genders. In her 
brief time on stage, the actor must understand that everything 
she does and says communicates a morality. By using her plat-
form to call attention to hegemony, the actor thus portrays a 
morality that favors a diversity of voices, specifically those most 
often denied positions of power. 

In improv, the stage acts as a sort of magnifying glass for the au-
dience, providing a close-up view of human interaction much like 
a movie or play would. Improv goes a step further than these 
scripted art forms by providing the audience an unedited experi-
ence. For example, while taking the train to work one morning I 
noticed two strangers sitting next to each other. One looked at 
the other and smiled and they started talking. I was somewhat far 
away and didn’t havea great view but I was still fascinated by this 
interaction: What were these people saying? How did they feel 
about each other? Why did they both decide to start a conversa-
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tion here and now? If this same scene was in a film, many of 
these questions could be answered simply because it would be 
created for an audience who may ask these questions. The scene 
would most likely have high quality sound and image, close-ups 
of characters’ faces, and perhaps even provide context within a 
larger plot. In long form improv, again this same scene could take 
place. Like in the film, the audience would have a much easier 
time seeing and hearing this interaction than they would in real 
life, as it would be staged for their viewing. However, an improv 
scene is not written. The actors do not rehearse lines or, during 
filming, are not “cut” to wait for better sound or change camera 
angles. In improv, the best takes are not edited together. The ac-
tors interact in real-time on the stage, just as those two people on 
the train were, just naturally responding to each other. As this 
improv scene unfolds, the audience sits feet away, able to see 
every line in the actor’s face and hear every intonation in 
her voice. Improv is real life in a way that a play or film 
can never be, and because of this, long-form improv is 
perfectly situated to expose cultural hegemony, not 
only in regards to gender and sexuality but also race 
and class. 

If you are looking for this essay to break down how exactly to 
mirror reality on stage in order to expose the hegemonic powers 
at play, you will be disappointed. I did not write this to tell the ac-
tor how to improvise or the audience how to enjoy a perfor-
mance. But at the most basic level, I think the actor needs to stay 
informed. I encourage her to volunteer with a homeless organiza-
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tion instead of taking another improv class or go to the library 
and check out a history book instead of seeing another show. She 
needs to vote, attend community meetings, and watch documen-
taries about countries she has never visited. The way to create 
rich and realistic worlds on stage? Learn about the world around 
you. Learn about other people. Who is suffering? Who is benefit-
ting from their suffering? Why do we do the things we do? I don’t 
think every improv set needs to be intensely political, nor do I 
think it should be prescriptive. Of course, it can also be funny but 
it doesn’t need to be. When the actor and her teammates are 
knowledgeable and active citizens, their points of view will natu-
rally collide on stage. It will be magic. 

The Actor 
The body is the most accessible site of hegemonic forces that con-
stitute identity. How someone looks is usually the first thing you 
notice about them: haircut, style of clothing, the way their voice 
sounds, or how they walk. These aspects of a person are clues to 
deciphering their gender, something we all have been condi-
tioned to do, whether it’s intentional or not. In addition to physi-
cal appearance, sexual desire is often used to label a person’s 
identity. These categories can be just as inflexible as gender: a 
man who is attracted to men is said to be gay and a woman who 
is attracted to women is said to be a lesbian. A man who dresses 
or acts in a “feminine” way is seen as gay also, and the same is 
true for a woman who leans toward the “masculine.” This is what 
Judith Butler calls “the heterosexualization of desire” which “re-
quires and institutes the production of discrete and asymmetrical 
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oppositions between “feminine” and “masculine,” 
where these are understood as expressive attributes 
of “male” and “female.”  Each time an actor is on 6

stage, her physical appearance and what the other actors 
know about her sexual preference can inform how she is 
gendered in a scene. 

I am a lesbian. I have a short haircut, do not wear much makeup 
or jewelry, and I dress in mostly pants and button-down shirts. 
Most often, when I am performing, my scene partner will use the 
he/him pronouns when referring to my character. If I am playing 
a kid, I will be called a little boy or given a typically male name. 
As a woman who presents herself in a way that could be de-
scribed as “masculine,” I am constantly forced to play men on 
stage. My sexual identity is also a factor when I am labeled or 
when I choose to play a certain gender. I do not know how much 
thought my scene partners put into how they gender me in 
scenes, but I think about it a lot. It is worth noting that most 
times, there are a majority of men on stage and in the audience, 
and I am one of few women performing. This makes my gender-
ing even more problematic, I think, as my strength in being a 
woman and representing women’s voices is silenced. I also gen-
der myself on stage. I will frequently call myself a male name or 
put myself in a situation where a man would most easily fit. This 
is partly because, truthfully, I worry that if I were to play a 
straight woman in a scene the audience would not find it believ-
able because of the way I look. Could I call a male actor my hus-

 Ibid, (p. 23).6
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band without wondering if those watching are raising their eye-
brows in disbelief? Could I play a mother or a princess, roles that 
are usually reserved for the “feminine?” My discomfort with how 
I fit into identity categories in real life bleeds into my perfor-
mance style. In these cases, I’m unable to be truly present in a 
scene. 

The very nature of long-form improvisation is that the actors do 
not wear costumes, use props, or perform on a set. The stage is 
usually sparse, containing only a few black chairs. Actors use 
words and object work, or the realistic miming of an object, to 
describe the scene around them. All the while, the actor’s own 
personality naturally bleeds into her characters. There is nothing 
to hide behind on stage. The actor looks like herself when she is 
playing a character, and so this gendering based on appearance 
and personal details is common and most likely subconscious or 
accidental. This is both the issue with long form improv and its 
greatest strength. It’s a problem when actors cannot suspend dis-
belief on stage and end up using something about the actor to in-
form the character. However, this blending of actor and character 
is what makes improv so unique. In improv, the artist is the art. 

Make Trouble 
With this essay, I hope I’ve called out the practice of gendering 
actors on stage, and more broadly, gendering people in the world. 
Though gendering happens one person at a time, its practice has 
been built into the rules and order of our society through cultural 
hegemony. This essay is not a comprehensive analysis of hege-
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monic discourse, nor should it be. Because, just as improv is a 
sneak peak into human interaction, this essay is only a quick look 
behind the curtain of our society. We live in a world where struc-
tures invent and enforce strict rules of gender (and race, class, 
and sexuality) for their own benefit. Though it can be overwhelm-
ing, it can also be exciting, because once you realize that the 
world around you isn’t so stable, you can begin to change it. I en-
courage the actor to use her platform to tell cultural truths. I en-
courage the audience to invest in the truths that artists tell, but 
always with a healthy dose of questioning. It is thus my hope that 
actor and audience, together as citizens of the same world, leave 
the improv theater angry, awake, and ready to make trouble. 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GOOD VIBES ONLY 
CHRISTINA SEO 

How do I best explain the feeling of successful improvising?  

I can try explaining it by talking about surfing.  

You can watch professional surfers in the world, catch tips from 
their interviews and spotlights, compare gear online (can I afford 
this new watch?), but you won’t know how to surf until you actu-
ally try surfing and then fail really hard, and get scared while fail-
ing. Picking up scars and picking sand out of your asshole, letting 
ocean water glurg out of the cavity between your brain and your 

nose because you pearled really fucking 
hard (fell in face-first like a pearl diver), it 
gives your mind and your body strength 

when you go under against your will for a lit-
tle too long, only to break the surface of wa-

ter, inhale precious oxygen, swim after 
your board, grab it, and start paddling 

again because each wave is different, unique, yet 
similar. The next day when you remember where you failed, and 
then relive how after you failed over and over again, you man-
aged to catch one wave, an utterly perfect push of water beneath 
you, around you. When you remember how you dissolved and be-
came the water on the surface of a wave, you release a little bit of 
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your fear and attack attack attack that next wave, cause that feel-
ing? It’s unbelievable. 

You can watch professional improvisers in 
the world, read tips from their interviews 
and spotlights, watch groups at other the-
aters (will I be up there one day?), but you 
won’t know how to improvise until you try im- pro-
vising and then fail really hard, and get scared while failing. Per-
forming in bad groups, finding a good group, letting silence in a 
theater flood out of your brain cavity because you bombed really 
fucking hard (no laughter from the audience), it gives your mind 
and your body strength when you leave a bad scene embarrassed, 
taking relief in the dark sides of the stage, watching things get 
swept, edited, tagged out/in, as you wait for that next moment to 
walk back out, because each scene is different, unique, yet simi-
lar. The next day when you remember where you failed, and then 
relive how after you failed over and over there was one brilliant 
scene where you were melting into the words, you became fully 
present, the back walls filled with furniture, and you became 
someone else and it was perfect, it was working, and there was 
warm laughter. You release a little bit of your fear and get back 
up again and attack attack attack that next scene, cause that feel-
ing? It’s unbelievable. 

Smiling while the sun hits the water, feeling your feet dangle with 
fishes and seaweed beneath you, inhaling the brine and absorb-
ing the saltiness in your hair, that’s a pretty good feeling. Getting 
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back in that water again day after day, not paying attention to 
kooks and to territorial surfers at your local spot, just surfing to 
get better for yourself, it’s hard work but it’s rewarding. Attack 
that fear, get to know when the tide is high/low, know where the 
rocks are, know where to park your car, know who to reach out to 
join you, go see other breaks. Try bigger waves, get your ass 
kicked, and still go back out because that moment of catching one 
good wave and carving in and out of the face charges your veins 
like wild horses running for the joy of feeling their hooves on the 
ground. 

Standing behind a curtain backstage, hearing the murmurs of 
conversation from the audience, smelling their food, hearing the 
ice in their drinks lightly clinking, making eye contact backstage 
with your team, that’s a pretty good feeling. Getting back up on 
stage again day after day, not paying attention to jerks and the 
watching eyes of veteran improvisers at your theater, just impro-
vising to get better for yourself, it’s hard work but it’s rewarding. 

Attack that fear, get to know what shows you like, 
know where the bad shows are, know where to park 

your car, know what friends can join you, go see 
other shows. Try performing at bigger shows, 

get your ass kicked, and still go back out because 
that moment of laughter from one good show and 
feeling your energy vibe with an audience charges 

your veins like wild horses running for the joy of feel-
ing their hooves on the ground. 
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Most importantly, go out and have fun. Be a good person. Say, 
“Good morning” to everyone walking in and out of the break. Pick 
up trash, recycle those cans and bottles. Talk to other people 
washing down, compliment people. Don’t be an asshole misogy-
nist who thinks that chicks going out are not as “hardcore” as 
dudes going out. Have the utmost respect 
for your peers. Have the utmost respect for 
the water because the water will not be 
merciful to you if you force it to move for 
you. Wait for your moment, the moment 
will come to you, don’t force it. 

Most importantly, go out and have fun. Be a good person. Say, 
“Whassup?” to everyone walking in and out of your show. Pick up 
trash that audience members leave, recycle those cans and bot-
tles. Talk to other people getting out of a show you just saw, com-
pliment them. Don’t be an asshole misogynist who thinks that 
women going out on stage aren’t as “hardcore” as men going out. 
Have the utmost respect for your peers. Have the utmost respect 
for the audience because the audience will not be merciful to you 

if you beg or force them to laugh, they will not move for you. 
Wait for your moment, the moment will come to you, don’t 
force it. 

If you aren’t having fun surfing, and if you aren’t having fun 
improvising, then take a break, or consider leaving it. Believe 
me nothing matters more that your happiness, and if you 
seek that happiness in the validation of others, then you will 
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be at a loss my friend. 

I think that I can only achieve great art by having respect for 
everything around me, and also by being the most intelligent per-
son I can be. My happiness is sourced only from simple things, 
and in genuine connections. Facades and affectations are unnec-
essary, trust me, just be your weird freak flag self, because at the 
end of it all, the greatest surfers die, the greatest comedians do 
too, and at the end of it all, wouldn’t you like to say that you had 
fun? I sure do.  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AN ESSAY 
(having something to do with Viola Spolin) 

MIKE BRUNLIEB 

Hello, Hambook readers! My name is Mike Brunlieb. I’m an im-
proviser in Chicago, and I want to write to you a little bit about 
Viola Spolin and the role of intuition in our art. 

Who is Viola Spolin? There’s a great bio here. Viola Spolin is not 
alive any more, she died in 1994, but while she was still alive she 
wrote a book called Improvisation for the Theater . In that book 1

she talks about her philosophy and approach to improvisation 
and theater, and maps out a lot of “theater games,” which we in 
Chicago today would probably call “improv exercises.”  

Her book describes her pedagogy, her thoughts on creativity, 
non-hierarchical ways of working, improvisation, spontaneity, in-
tuition and art. It’s an awesome book! 

It is also a challenging book. Both in terms of the density of the 
writing and the radical way of working that it points towards. I 
come back to the book every few years and re-read bits and pieces 
and no baloney, every time I do, some section that I never under-
stood before suddenly has clarified itself in the time between. It’s 
a book that grows with you. 

 Spolin, Viola. Improvisation for the Theater; a Handbook of Teaching and Directing Techniques. 1

Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 1963. Print.
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If you are interested in trying the games, 
just do them. Don’t worry about under-
standing them first, or trying to know 
what the point is. Lots of the games, when 
read, are kinda hard to imagine what the 
hell they are. If you’re curious about trying 
them, the advice I was given was just to get 
some people together, read the games out of 
the book aloud, and do them. Don’t worry if 
you feel like you don’t know what you’re doing; 
you’ll figure it out. 

When I first encountered the book and its games, I re-
ally struggled understanding and getting into it until I went to a 
week-long intensive in Wisconsin led by a woman named Aretha 
Sills (Viola’s granddaughter, and an awesome workshop leader) 
and got to play some of the games instead of just reading them. 
Aretha is leading one of these workshops in Chicago in May! The 
non-hierarchical way of working that Spolin advocates for is chal-
lenging, and for some people (like me), require adjusting our 
frame of mind. I spent the first half of my first intensive week 
frustrated because I didn’t know if I was doing anything right, 
and the workshop leader wasn’t telling me if I was doing a good 
or a bad job. At some point it clicked that I wasn’t going to be get-
ting that kind of praise or correction that I was used to getting, 
and realized that it was my job just to play the games, not to 
please the teacher. I just bring this up to say that if you get frus-
trated and feel adrift in this work, at least in one other person’s 
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case, that was a part of the process. OK; that’s my Spolin sales 
pitch! Now let’s get into intuition! 

Right in the stinky little heart of improvisation and Spolin’s book 
are questions about intuition. These are questions that I think are 
still very alive for us in Chicago right now. Why do we care about 
intuition as improvisers? How does the intuitive way of knowing 
relate to other ways of knowing? What does it look like and feel 
like to be in touch with your intuition on stage? What do we 
mean when we use the word intuition in this context? 

I find intuition to be a really tough thing to describe. Gut, im-
pulse, instinct, are words that I think of. I think of it as a sort of 
sense that you have of a situation that you maybe cannot explain 
why you have it. Paul Sills describes intuition this way: “the di-
rect knowing of something without the conscious use of reason-
ing. It is a way of knowing other than intellectual knowing.” Viola 
describes the feeling of direct contact with the intuition: “all of us 
have known moments when the right answer ‘just came’ or we 
did ‘exactly the right thing without thinking’.” How does that fit 
in with our practice as improvisers? I imagine that we all at some 
time have experienced the feeling of improv being easy: you are 
out of your own way, out of your head, things are somehow sim-
ple and surprising. Things are just happening, as if on their own. 
It often gets described like, “I wasn’t thinking, I was just doing 
stuff.” This to me feels like a sweet spot for improvisation, and 
also, what a weird thing! What is that?? 
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There is a Spolin mirror game where two players are coached to 
trade off initiating movement and reflecting movement until 
eventually players are coached: “On your own! Follow the fol-
lower!” Neither player initiates; both reflect. When the game is 
working, there is this wild sensation of things happening, but nei-
ther player being in control of it. How are things happening if 
neither of us are choosing consciously to do them?? The motion 
is somehow coming from the space in between the players. 

Side by side with intuition, or a kind of non-intellectual knowing, 
is something like “reason.” Paul Sills draws our attention to 
Greek mythology: 

“Ceres wandered the world searching for her daughter, Perse-
phone, carrying two torches: Reason and Intuition. The intu-
itive way of knowing is neglected in our education in favor of 
reason (intellect). And yet what we prize—love, faith, art, and 
insightful knowledge—all reach beyond the intellect and de-
pend on intuitive knowing”. 

To connect this with our practice: reason or intellect feel like our 
use of structure, form, rules, logic, organization. The sensation of 
being in one’s head during performance is in relation to this way 
of knowing. We hesitate to act because we aren’t sure if what 
we’re about to do is correct according to the rules of the particu-
lar form or artistic convention. On the other hand, reason plays a 
crucial role for the improviser-artist; it is the faculty that finds a 
frame and a shape for the primordial impulses of the intuition. 
Without the mediation of reason, our intuition is unformed. 
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I hear that duality echoed and expanded in Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
The Birth of Tragedy , where he talks about two contrasting 2

artistic elements, which he calls the Apollonian (from Apollo, 
God of Knowledge & Order) and the Dionysian (from Dionysis, 

God of Going Wild & Nasty). The Apollonian element was 
represented in plastic art—think of beautiful, proportional 
sculptures and columns, while the Dionysian element 

was represented in wild, drunken parties and music 
that brings people to bacchic ecstasy. The Dionysian 
experience was an experience of return to primordial 
unity and a profound and terrifying feeling of undif-

ferentiated oneness with the world. The Apollonian 
represented differentiation, labeling, and individua-
tion. Nietzsche claims that there was one particular 

period of Greek tragedy that was the best art ever, be-
cause it represented the perfect marriage of these two energies. 
The awesome horrors of the Dionysian element were given beau-
tiful shape by the reason and proportion of the Apollonian ele-
ment. So that lasted for a little while, and then apparently the 
Apollonian element got too strong, and the tragedies got sort of 
staid, naturalistic, reasonable and boring. The Greeks backed 
away from the wild and vicious Dionysian recognition of human 
suffering, and sorta lost their edge, man. For Nietzsche there 
needed to be a living tension of these two elements in order for 
the art to really get hot. 

 Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm. The Birth of Tragedy, and the Case of Wagner. New York: Vintage, 2

1967. Print.
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I wonder if there is room for us as improvisers to have a fuller re-
lationship to our intuition. 

Every so often you’ll see a show or performance that has a spark. 
Something about it is alive and kicking in a way that lots of per-
formance that we see isn’t. My first experience that I distinctly 
recall as being in this category (though I’m sure I saw plenty of 
others before that) was at the Upstairs Gallery. It was almost cer-
tainly some garbage improv show where everyone was being very 
naughty and bad. But it felt dangerous and unpredictable, like the 
rules and conventions that we had been taught that were VERY 
IMPORTANT in order to do improv the right way were being de-
powered. Suddenly there was a feeling of radical freedom and 
possibility in the room, like we were free to do what we were 
moved to do, rather than what we were supposed to do. I also 
think about the improviser and actor Rebecca Krasny, who is a 
player with very direct access to her intuition. Whatever that ex-
perience of the spark is, it happens during a lot of Rebecca’s per-
formances, which are frequently truly wild and truly out of con-
trol. The whole audience sits up and is 
suddenly there in the room with her. 
There is a shared feeling that no one, 
least of all Krasny, knows what is about 
to happen. In that way it feels like true 
improvisation. I think a part of that feeling of spark and 
life on stage is the experience of freed intuition. There is very lit-
tle intervening distance between the inspiration and the expres-
sion, and that is thrilling. 
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In improvisation, our entire creative process is so public, and be-
cause of that, our art form has a special relationship with the ten-
sion between these elements of intuition and reason. Our mo-
ment of inspiration is on full display. The vulnerability of that 
creative moment constantly tempts us to wrap ourselves in more 
and more rules, notes, conventions, formal guidelines, things to 
remember and obey, so that we might have as our focus the fol-
lowing or not-following of directives instead of being in actual di-
rect contact with ourselves and our own expression. 

Viola describes one barrier to free self-expression as “approval/
disapproval syndrome.” It’s the very-familiar phenomenon of 
wanting to please (or avoid displeasing) an authority figure. In-
stead of being in direct contact with your environment and your 
self, your experience is mediated through this other person. Viola 
says, “We become so enmeshed with the tenuous threads of ap-
proval/disapproval that we are creatively paralyzed. We see with 
others’ eyes and smell with others’ noses.” The theater artist and 
director Anne Bogart has a similar thought in her book And Then 
You Act : 3

I have found that the word “want” is often misused in the 
American theater environment. This simple word has created 
an unnecessary hierarchy. How often do you hear a director 
say, “Now I want you to move stage left,” or an actor says, “Is 
this what you want?” This small word has already, just by irre-
sponsible use, set up a parent-child dynamic in the rehearsal 
hall. Is a rehearsal about doing what the director wants? ... 

 Bogart, Anne. And Then, You Act Making Art in an Unpredictable World. New York: Routledge, 3

2007. Print.
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What would happen if we spoke differently to one another? 
Will the hegemonic system in a rehearsal room change? Is a di-
rector’s job simply to know what he or she wants? And is an ac-
tor’s job to do what the director wants? Is the actor’s job to 
please the director? I do not believe this to be necessarily true. 
A rehearsal can be a mutual attempt to find something for 
which neither party has any easy answer. The actor’s job in the 
rehearsal room can be to articulate rather than to please. Let us 
examine the way we speak in the creative process. What are the 
words that will engender a collaborative, nonhierarchical, cre-
ative environment? 

These hierarchies emerge sometimes almost by accident. Despite 
our intentions otherwise, we find ourselves repeating the same 
imbalanced hierarchical relationship of teacher to student, even 
though it is often destructive of freedom and creativity. We model 
a lot of these relationships from the world outside the rehearsal 
space, mimicking the relation of sports coach to players, or boss 
to employee, parent to child. Viola’s claim is that when we are 
able to purge some of those unbalanced relationships from the 
rehearsal room that all players have more opportunity to self-ex-
press. They are less worried about pleasing the coach or teacher 
or director, and can focus on playing the game/solving the prob-
lem in their own way. When all participants in the room are equal 
explorers of questions, as Bogart puts it, “for which neither party 
has an easy answer,” then we are finally entering into the un-
known together. 

I have found the Spolin game Give and Take Warmup (see next 
page, apologies for my homemade scan) to especially give a 
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heightened experience of the intuition. It, like all the rest of her 
games, bring us into a different mode of relating with one anoth-
er. 

This game in particular illustrates Viola’s careful and economical 
language and minimal rules. I am so blown away when I watch 
this game played and see the richness and variety of performance 
that comes out of it. One person does something and keeps doing 
it until someone else starts to do something and then the first 
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person stops until they feel moved to start doing something 
again. 

That’s it. Within this simple framework, you see natural rhythms 
and patterns and conversations emerge. A sound or a gesture or a 
word or a relation moves and transforms through the circle. It 
emerges, disappears, and reemerges in the easiest, most natural 
way. Having watched that game played over a few years with dif-
ferent groups, it isn’t hard to imagine where an idea like the 
Harold might have come from. When several years ago I got to 
work with a wonderful group of improvisers to try to develop that 
game into a piece for public performance, it also revealed some of 
the problems with trying to codify things that were arrived at 
through free play. In the Harold, you often see groups pursue 
things hesitantly, or compulsively. It’s easy to imagine an alter-
nate history where people played the Give & Take Game (or some 
similar game) a bunch of times, and were like, “Here are 
the very cool things that are happening when we 
play this game—let’s make those things the 
rules, and then it will be very good every 
time.” But what that seems to miss is the 
agency and freedom of the players to PLAY 
and discover those things, which might 
have been the real pleasure of it all along. 

Closing this puppy out here, I think the intuitive aspect of our 
creative process has space to be heightened. In our work in the 
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rehearsal room and on stage, if we are able to move closer to an 
environment of equality between individuals, closer to an envi-
ronment free from compulsion, where we find ourselves doing 
things because we are moved to do them, rather than because we 
are supposed to do them, we may find that our intuitive selves 
emerge and flourish. It’s at least worth a try! 

Lastly, I want to give some recommendations of sections to check 
out if you’re curious about the book. It’s a pretty meaty little 
sucker, especially compared to other books about improvisation. 
Paul Sills’ introduction and both of Spolin’s prefaces are beautiful 
and very short. Each are just a couple pages long. Chapter 1: 
“Creative Experience” (15 pages long) lays out the tenets of Vio-
la’s thoughts on creativity and theater. Chapter 2: “Workshop 
Procedures” (~30 pages long) is a great resource for teachers and 
coaches, dealing with the challenge of fostering a space where 
players feel free to explore and play. 

Alright! Thanks for reading!! See you around! 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NO RULES: AN INTERVIEW 
WITH MEAGHAN STRICKLAND 

MEAGHAN STRICKLAND & STEVE NELSON 

Meaghan Strickland is a standup, improviser, writer, and a recent NYC 
transplant. She is one of the most compelling performers I have ever seen 
and one of the most generous and inspiring collaborators with whom I’ve 
ever worked. Mildly averse to creative reflections or analysis, I sat down 
with her before she left Chicago to see if I could find out why she was 
drawn to comedy. 
Note: Meaghan also expressed affection and appreciation for Holy Fuck 
Comedy Hour, Saturday 8 Night, and the Upstairs Gallery. 

Nelson: How’d you get into performing? When did you get the 
bug? 

Strickland: Well, I do remember, bug-wise, when I was in 6th 
grade they had Muse Machine, this group from the high school, 
come in and do a workshop with the 6th graders. It must have 
been just a theater group but we did improv, specifically the 
game where you were the other person’s hands. I remember it 
just being so funny and fun. That was a big memory. In 5th 
grade, we would play characters for projects. One of 
them was Miss Talk-A-Lot and I dressed in 
this insane outfit and I was hosting a show. 
But I was always kind of interested in 
theater because my dad was an actor, 
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had always wanted to be an actor, so I knew that and I liked it. 

N: And you kind of just dabbled in it in high school. 

S: Yeah, we didn’t have plays at my high school, just musicals, so 
I’d have bit parts in, like, Into The Woods and Little Shop Of 
Horrors, stuff like that. I couldn’t sing at all, can’t sing at all, so 
I’d get the one character who didn’t sing and just had lines. Bare-
ly any lines. Just to clarify. 

N: And did you perform at all in college? 

S: I thought I was going to be a theater major in college. Went 
there, but after auditioning for stuff and just being so bad, I had a 
really dynamic and cool political science teacher, and then felt 
like, “OK, I’ll make this my major.” I continued to audition, but 
never got anything. I remember auditioning for this play in the 
City of Charleston—I went to school in Charleston, South Caroli-
na—and just having this, god, humiliating audition. And walking 
around afterward, it was kind of cold, thinking, “What the heck 
am I doing?” But eventually, there’s one professional improv the-
ater in Charleston called Theater 99. I would go see shows there 
constantly; I was obsessed with it. And my senior year, I signed 
up for classes there and just had a blast doing that. So I took all 
their classes and was so into it and decided to move to Chicago 
because it was like, “This is what I want to do.” 

N: When you moved to Chicago, did you start taking classes at iO 
right away? 
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S: Well, at that point, I was moving to do stand-up and improv—I 
didn’t separate them. I was moving to do comedy. Because I had 
also tried stand-up in college; I lived in DC for a semester and 
started doing stand-up at this sushi restaurant. I really liked it. 
So, I was going to move to Chicago to do this stand-up thing that 
I had done five times, and to do improv. It took me a month or so 
to sign up for classes at iO, and I did some open mics… it was a 
little bit scary and hard and… 

N: Intimidating? 

S: No. Not intimidating, I mean, maybe, but more like actually 
scary. I was younger and it was the first time I confronted misog-
yny in the flesh. You are so protected, I think, in college from 
that, you don’t realize it exists. I was pretty scared of these guys 
and they were young, like me, but they were saying some stuff 
that… just stuff I’d never heard. Whereas in improv class, there 
were also girls, people were friendly, there was an authority fig-
ure keeping it, for the most part, above board. So I just got kind 
of sucked into improv. 

N: So, for iO classes, what was your general experience? 

S: I loved it. 

N: Yeah? Who was your favorite teacher? 

S: I think I liked Noah [Gregoropoulos] the best. I 
just thought he was cool, I liked less words or something. I liked 
teachers that let you just kind of do it. 

N: Any big notes or take aways from the whole experience? 
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S: This is so weird that this isn’t a conversation, I’m just spilling 
information on you. 

N: I can give you examples from my experience if that helps. For 
example. Craig was my favorite teacher, I took him three times. 
One of the things Craig said to me, there was this group scene 
and I came on from the side to be a 911 operator or something 
and I used my hand as a phone and Craig threw his notebook 
down and screamed “Your fucking IMPROV phone, STEVE!” And 
it seemed as if he genuinely expected better of me, he was gen-
uinely disappointed, and that gave me confidence that I could be 
better and also gave me drive to be better. To work harder, to fo-
cus more, however you get better at improv. That really stuck 
with me. 

S: That is cool. The teachers I remember specifically liking, not 
that I felt that they liked me, I at least felt they had a neutral 
opinion or didn’t even register my presence. Like Bill [Arnett] 
and Noah, were just so good at not knowing who we were or not 
caring, so it’s like we didn’t have to deal with trying to impress 
them. We could just be in the room and do it, which was nice. 

N: Any negative experiences about iO? I’d say for me, there were 
moments where I felt, like, ashamed. One time Susan Messing 
screamed at me for doing dudaloot-dudaloot from Wayne’s 
World. 

S: Interesting. I’m sure I did. I think I had an interesting rela-
tionship with authority when I moved here; I just thought all 
teachers and coaches were perfect. And I definitely wanted to 
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please authority. And so I probably took any note pretty hard. 
But then, I think as I’ve gotten older, I have a bad attitude when 
it comes to authority. I’m, like, “don’t tell me anything.” That’s 
not true when it comes to people I respect and those I believe 
have my best interests at heart then it’s like, “Thank you so 
much.” But I think I was a bit too open initially. 

N: Sure. You got on a team after classes, Dream Cannon 
(2010-2011). That had to feel good? 

S: Oh, it was so exciting, to get on a Harold team obviously at 
that time, it’s like, the dream. I remember running around my 
apartment, “Yes, yes this is so cool!” And everyone on the team 
was so fun, we were all friends. And then, it was just kind of a 
rough experience. It was just hard, and I was sad a lot, like prob-
ably crying after rehearsals most of the time, which sounds in-
sane. Like, just quit the team. I remember my parents being, like, 
“Why don’t you quit?” They were flabbergasted. I tried to explain 
that it’s really important to be on a Harold team. But I was un-
happy. I think largely the unhappiness stemmed from, a lot of 
things, one of which was someone trying to teach you how they 
do improv and me thinking I have to learn to do improv that way 
as opposed to learning to do it my own way. And other, like, in-
appropriate behavior from an authority figure. 

N: Did you like the shows, or was it kind of wrapped up in this 
feedback loop? 

S: I blocked a lot of it out. I just remember thinking I’m not do-
ing improv well. And that’s cool to talk about, something that you 
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realize, that I was going to have lots of coaches and teachers who 
were going to teach me how they do improv, and to try and take 
that with a grain of salt. That’s OK, it’s their process, but it might 
not necessarily be mine. I was trying to fit this square peg in a 
round hole for so long. I was frustrated as an improviser. Like, I 
need to be thinking of my opening line on the side. Maybe that's 
not how I do it. 

N: It’s interesting. It took me a while to figure out, I think in gen-
eral this is how you should coach a team. It’s not about what the 
coach is placing on the group. What it should be about is the 
coach observes the group and then tries to clarify what the group 
is already doing. But I don’t think that’s the typical outlook of 
teachers and coaches. It seems like it’s typically, like, “This is 
what improv is.” 

S: Yeah. I wonder if it’s even that conscious. I feel like people are 
coaching and they’re not aware that they’re doing that. I think the 
first couple times you try to teach someone, the first thing you go 
to is what I would have done there or something. Which is so un-
helpful but not necessarily malicious. 

N: What do you remember about The Night Shift (2010-2015), 
our Playground team? 

S: We just had fun, I don’t know. 

N: We were on that team around the same time as Dream Can-
non was going, anything about how your improv was progressing 
around this time period? 
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S: No. Just that The Night Shift was fun and I didn’t have fun try-
ing to do a Harold. 

N: Well, I wanted to ask you, there was a stretch of a couple 
months maybe around 2011 or 2012 where you were driving 
me crazy. You were constantly doing call-outs and 
walk-ons; it was super hard to do a scene with 
you. 

S: That is so funny, Steve! I can’t remember 
ever being annoyed with people I was onstage 
with, so what’s up with you? 

N: I just wondered if you had any kind of awareness that that was 
happening. During this period, too, I bossed everyone around in 
scenes. I’d say, like, a paragraph as an initiation, which dictated 
the terms of every scene that we did. We had fun, but I probably 
did that almost every show for a stretch of a couple months. 

S: Maybe I was, like, drunk on not having to do anything, so I 
just did whatever the hell I wanted. 

N: It would make sense to me, given what we’re talking about, if 
that was a reaction to the whole iO thing. A lot of us had some 
growing pains on that team and we were all (mostly) OK with it. 

S: Yeah, that’s funny. That makes me sad that I’m so not self 
aware, that I had no idea. 

N: I don’t think it’s a bad thing. Like, sometimes I can analyze 
too much and not be in the moment and there is something good 
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about, like, I can see your growth and it happens regardless if 
you're analyzing it or not. 

S: Yeah, and maybe because I’m not. 

N: Exactly! So did you start getting back into standup around 
this time? What started you doing it again? 

S: It was later. 2013. I always wanted to do it. I remember having 
a conversation with Jen [Spyra; Dream Cannon teammate], 
where I was just like, I have to do it, I think about it, I write it, I 
have to do it. And just the frustration, I’m not doing a lot of com-
edy, I want to be doing more comedy, I’m not necessarily per-
forming at the places I want to be performing so let's do it. 

N: And then, how hard did you hit it initially? Was it immediate-
ly gratifying? 

S: Pretty hard. Almost every night, probably five nights a week. 
Yes. Also a big period of frustration. Where I was doing it, doing 
it so much, when am I going to just do a showcase, I was just 
open mic-open mic-open mic come on! Can someone ask me to 
do a showcase please I’m grinding, it’s hard. You’re going around 
to these open mics all the time. That was frustrating, but then I 
started to get asked to do showcases. Actually, it probably hap-
pens earlier for a woman in stand-up, just because there are less 
women, just to be...fair. I’ll say that. Probably about a year in I 
would occasionally get asked to do standup shows, which was 
great. 
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N: What about it particularly...you liked it because you were writ-
ing your own material? 

S: It wasn’t just me writing my own material, I wasn’t desperate 
to not be on a team, or something like that. It was more, if any-
thing...I felt self-conscious about my ideas, so it’s just me going 
up there and failing. I’m not bringing anyone down with me. 
That’s more freeing. 

N: I succeed or fail based solely on myself. 

S: Yeah, and not that I don’t want other people, I don’t want to 
hurt other people. In an improv show, I can let my teammates 
down and that’s hard. But in stand-up, I can just say this idea and 
I’m not going to be implicating anyone else if it’s bad. That was 
maybe part of it. I also liked the little-bit-everyday, it helped me 
to work, I had a due date every day essentially. And that due date 
was stage time that night so I couldn’t procrastinate. To this day I 
find it hard to write unless I have a show that night, your brain 
thinks differently under that pressure, it’s like adrenaline. You 
might think a lot of ideas are good… I think it goes like this: If 
you know you have a show, you are really critical about your 
ideas, you know they have to be good, until about five seconds be-
fore a show—then you think everything is a good idea to say, then 
you just have to actively not say that and say what you worked on 
saying. That’s what I liked about stand-up. And just doing come-
dy. Regardless of someone saying you can do comedy at our the-
ater or you can’t. I think there was certainly a time where I felt re-
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jected by the comedy scene here in Chicago. And eventually, I just 
figured, that’s silly, you know, come on just do it yourself. 

N: What can you tell me about Smokin’ Hot Dad [iO Harold 
team]? 

S: Jo [Scott; Smokin’ Hot Dad teammate] asked me to be on it, 
everything I’ve done in Chicago I’ve done cause Jo asked me to. 
Smokin’ Hot Dad is so great. 

N: How’d it feel to come back to iO? 

S: It was so fun. Also because I didn’t care. I think I cared so 
much before, I thought it was so cool and so important. And I re-
alized it didn’t matter, so when I came back, it was just pure fun. 
It wasn’t so precious to me. That’s not right. You don’t have to do 
it the right way, there’s no right way, no rules. I like that. “No 
rules…” What is that? 

N: “No rules, just right.” Outback Steakhouse. What about our 
Annoyance team, Sight Unseen? 

S: Same answer. Everyone is so great, I’m so lucky. 

N: How do you play differently on those two teams? 

S: God. I think maybe our Sight Unseen shows are more intimate 
because of the space. Maybe. 

N: I think the difference, for me, between playing on Deep Schwa 
(iO Harold Team) and Sight Unseen is that Schwa can be a little 
bit more mainstream. 
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S: That’s probably true of Smokin’ Hot Dad. More accessible 
maybe. 

N: Yeah. And I think that’s a function of the theaters, it’s not 
good or bad. I think our Sight Unseen shows are a bit more fo-
cused on character and emotion whereas, Schwa can be a bit 
more playful, focused on the laugh. They’re both an equal 
amount of fun. 

S: Yeah. I’m just trying to think about this for the first time. 

N: Can you articulate your improv process? When we went into 
that scene together last week, I kind of had this look on my face 
and I didn’t say anything and you said, “You seem disappointed.” 
What was going through your head at the beginning of that 
scene? 

S: Literally nothing. Here’s the thing: sometimes I’ll have some-
thing, like that’s the funny part of what this person has been say-
ing. I either want to make a joke or I think of a location. Maybe 
how I do improv, maybe, is I just really try to listen and hope it 
comes out subconsciously. 

N: What do you mean? 

S: Like really try to listen to the show and the suggestion, partic-
ularly in the case of Sight Unseen where the suggestion is,  like, a 
paragraph, and trust that it will come out. Just taking it into your 
body and trusting that it will come out. 

N: So would you say there’s little intention in how you improvise, 
that it’s almost all intuitive? 
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S: Um. Maybe I’ll have just a slight thing. But different times, dif-
ferent things. Walk-ons are definitely intentional. 

N: How do you create characters? 

S: If I’m playing a character, it’s probably emotion-based. 

N: Where does that come from? 

S: Now I feel like I’m really talking about myself. 

N: I’m asking because I’m genuinely interested and I think it’s 
kind of an unexplainable thing to a certain point. And I think, es-
pecially with people that are incredibly talented and I respect, I’m 
curious what their thing is like. Sometimes I’ll go in with an initi-
ation or an emotion, or sometimes I’ll go in with nothing. But, 
like you, I try to soak in everything and see what comes out. Like 
that scene that we did, I’m assuming you said, “You seem disap-
pointed” because you were— 

S: —looking at you. 

N: And that’s how I looked. And how you said that, I thought of, 
like, travel, that was part of the suggestion. Then in my personal 
life, Nicole and I had just booked tickets to Portland for vacation, 
so I thought, “What can I be disappointed with, looping those two 
ideas together?” 

S: This is an example of you doing all the work and me getting to 
exist in the scene that you built. 

N: Here’s the thing, you gave me the line— 
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S: That’s the thing: anything is a gift. Things can be so inspiring. 
Someone says one little thing and you’re like, “Oh my god, that is 
everything,” but really, it’s just giving your mind permission to 
think of stuff, too. You have to be kind of inspired by the mun-
dane.  

N: What about your writing process? Or—and maybe 
you’ll feel like this is self indulgent, but I think 
it’s interesting—where do ideas come from? 

S: Caffeine. Seriously, though. A little bit. You 
think of ideas when you’re well caffeinated and 

alone. Then you’re like, “OK cool, something's go-
ing on.” 

N: Can you give a specific example? 

S: I think sometimes you’ll haven’t come up with anything in 
awhile, I haven’t felt inspired, what’s going on. Then you realize, 
“I haven’t had a moment to myself, I haven’t been alone not do-
ing something in a long time.” Then, you have an afternoon to 
yourself, you walk around or something, clear your mind and 
ideas start to come to you. Or, you see some comedy and some-
thing comes to you. And you have to write it down when it comes 
to you. In terms of process, going back to those ideas and figuring 
out how can this be a better joke, how can this be a joke. That’s 
more of the work of it. 

N: And what’s that, like writing out various punchlines, various 
versions of a joke? 
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S: Yeah. I would say at first, it was like that, but more and more, 
that process has been transferred to stage. So I have an idea and 
I’m just going to go say it, the adrenaline helps. People are watch-
ing you, the pressure helps you come up with something funny, 
I’m here, I’m talking in front of you, it’s a good editor, it makes 
you find stuff that maybe you wouldn’t find by yourself. So maybe 
that’s what I do, jotting down loose ideas, then finding them that 
way. 

N: What about, you’re walking around by yourself, you’re clear-
ing your head, and the ideas come to you. What does that look 
like for you? 

S: I don’t know. Oh. Ok. One day I saw a young couple fighting 
on the street, and there’s someone sitting on the stairs crying and 
yelling, the other person’s standing up totally exasperated, it's a 
total scene. And then I saw an older couple fighting on the street 
and it’s very controlled. They’ve learned how to do it. You know. 
Controlled. It’s so subtle. They don’t quite stand next to each oth-
er at the crosswalk, their bodies are so rigid. Like that, like maybe 
there’s something there. Older couples fight different than 
younger couples in public. So that’s the idea and I might try to 
make something out of that. And I think in general it comes back 
to, for some reason or for whatever reason I have to say this, 
there’s some urgency to this, I feel like I just have to say this, and 
maybe I have to say this because it’s really funny or it’s, like, 
about expression, I need to say this. Because it might be obnox-
ious to say to friends. 
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N: So we’re getting towards the end here, what are your big take 
aways, if any, from your time in Chicago? One thing that you’ve 
referenced, and I feel this way also, is putting it up in front of an 
audience, regardless of the medium, you learn exponentially 
more than working on it behind closed doors. 

S: Yes. And it’s kind of what Chicago is all about, so it’s kind of 
weird it took me awhile to get to that thesis or whatever. Put stuff 
up, do it all the time, I think that’s so important. Also, I’m going 
to do it; I don’t care what other people think. You’re the boss. I 
don’t like having other people tell you what you’re good at or 
what you can do or what you should do. I like how all the stuff 
I’m doing now we are in charge of it, it’s our thing. What else did 
I learn in Chicago…? I don’t know… that I like comedy, I guess.
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