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Keith Johnstone and Impro: A Language for the Theatre 
 

Pedagogy 

When I was being educated in the 1950’s and 60’s in the schools of 
Alberta and British Columbia, in Canada, and by the attendant culture, 

the intuition was something we knew nothing about. At best it was 
something in the provenance of animals and women. There was “animal 

instinct” and “woman’s intuition”. The “voice inside the head” that 
interprets everything, was never discussed in normal circles. On occasion 
we would hear about something called “inspiration”, but the term had 

lost meaning. The Oxford English Dictionary tells us that the origin of 
the word is Middle English and is in the sense of 'divine guidance'. But 
guidance by the gods in the old religions often meant that they would 

come to live in you. The modern Euro-centric way of thinking did not 
allow for the notion of being possessed by spirits. We were taught to be 

in control of ourselves.  
Keith Johnstone wrote a book in 1994 with the title: Don’t Be 

Prepared: Theatresports for Teachers. Unfortunately it is out of print for 

the moment, but the title is a good illustration of the core of Johnstone’s 
pedagogic approach to understanding Improvisation, spontaneity and the 

creative process. In his seminal work, Impro, he relates how, as he grew 
up, things began to turn grey and dull. He thought of it as part of the 
aging process so he went to art school to try and regain some of his 

childhood perceptions. He writes:  
 

“...it was largely my interest in art that had 
destroyed any life in the world around me. [Through 
schooling in the arts] I'd learned perspective, and 

about balance, and composition. It was as if I'd 
learned to redesign everything, to reshape it so that 
I saw what ought to be there, which of course is 

much inferior to what is there. The dullness was 
not an inevitable consequence of age, but of 

education. “  
Impro: Improvisation and the Theatre, Faber and Faber, 1979 

 
 

Traditional learning of the ancient past relied on the intuitive as a 
“field” of understanding about the earth, the cosmos and how we fit into 
nature. Indigenous cultures told stories to communicate ideas about how 

things were and how the universe worked. Certain members of the 
culture would learn about plants and minerals as having “power”. There 
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were spirits that inhabited places and objects and when those in the 
tribe, who knew how to still their souls enough would practice certain 

rituals, those spirits would manifest through “incorporation”. This trance 
like state of being would be seen as signs that the gods were pleased, 
then the crops would grow or the rains would come, or the hunt would 

be successful etc. The world was full of magic and mystery. The intuitive 
was trusted. Spontaneous thoughts were to be attended to.  

By the time I was in school, the contemporary view of the world 
had transformed all of nature into a mechanical device to be 
deconstructed and mastered. Mastering everything was the goal, and the 

success of one’s life was measured in the amount of mastery 
accomplished. 

Unlike the “traditional”, termed “primitive” learning of our distant 
past, we were taught to learn in linear ways. Logical and predictable 
outcomes had become the only acceptable methodology and pedagogy for 

everything. First we learn part A, then part B, and so on until through 
deduction, reason and proofs we become trained to rely on intellective 
processes. Even though some of our most highly prized and recognised 

cultural heroes tell us how their great “breakthroughs” often occur as a 
result of intuition, and even mistakes, it mattered not in the day to day 

way of living and achieving. Einstein told us that he had understood his 
theories in an inspired moment and then spent years afterwards proving 
them. Even Newton’s discovery of gravity, with the apple falling on his 

head, is a symbol of inspired understanding. Yet, still we were taught to 
plod along and thereby gain only a limited access to understanding, as if 

it was only the proving part that mattered. We had trained ourselves to 
trust only that which was provable through analysis. As we have both an 
intellective and an intuitive nature, we had become learning challenged 

and unbalanced. 
After Johnstone’s revelation about how education had dwarfed his 

talent, he went on to study this education process and to find ways to 

counter the effect it had on him and others. His resultant methodology of 
investigating the intuition and spontaneity created a vocabulary to be 

able to describe and to experiment with the behaviours that we 
unconsciously perform every day, every time we interact with others.  

These behaviours are learned as we grow up. We learn how to live 

and survive within the cultures that raise us. We construct our identities 
by this process. By the time we are ‘adult’ we have learned how to 

present our “selves” and how to adapt those notions of the self to suit 
any situation. We protect that identity carefully. We become experts at 
reading the behaviour of the other, so that we can adapt to them and 

what their intentions are. We also have our own intentions and objectives 
that we may have to hide or suppress at any given time. We have 
intuitive responses to the behaviours of the other that we hide to keep 
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ours identities safe, out of trouble, and not ‘at risk’.  It is an extension of 
the instinct to survive; very useful in the jungle or the wilderness, or a 

tough neighbourhood, but not so much on stage.  
The actor walks on the stage and often must perform a range of 

behaviours, unlike their own, so that they can bring to life the characters 

of the story. The fear of losing or changing their personal identity is an 
impediment to this. That fear manifests as ‘stage fright’; the fear of being 

judged, or of being boring, or of appearing to be foolish. The fear is of 
being ‘altered’ or changed. With improvisers, it often comes out as a 
frantic struggle to seek out better and better ideas. That is, better than 

the ones they spontaneously generate during performance. This is 
‘counter intuitive’ behaviour due to the protective mode established 

through the training of the self to be defensive. It is habitual. 
Johnstone is interested in the theatre and in how to tell stories 

that reflect back to the audience the nature of who and what we are. If 

actors are to understand how to perform characters that approach the 
truth of how we as a species or culture “are”, then they need to 
understand how we behave, how the mind works, and must experiment 

with concepts of human interaction. The study of acting is the study of 
behaviour.  

 
Drama: Origin: from Greek drama, from dran 'do, act' 

 

We humans love to see other people perform the roles of characters 
that interact to create stories that have meaning for our lives. We read 

books, watch cinema and go to the theatre, where we “read” the 
behaviour of the performers and understand the relationships based on 
changes in the character that is the result of those behaviours. When the 

characters are altered or transformed in some way, we experience 
dramatic action and the narrative moves forward. 

The events and conditions experienced by characters within a 
narrative cause the transformation of the character. Characters exist in 
stories to be transformed or altered in some way, or to effect change in 

other characters, to transform the “other”. This is the source of “dramatic 
action”. Dramatic action drives the behaviour of the characters, which in 

turn creates more events (more narrative development). In a novel, the 
author writes what happens to the characters; a description of the 
process of transformation. In a scripted piece, there is usually only 

dialogue and sometimes stage directions. Actors must have methods to 
apply to the discovery of the underlying meanings of what the characters 
intentions and objectives are. Their goal is to create the ‘sub-text’ of the 

dialogue, the authentic meaning of what is being said and seen, how it is 
to be performed. They have to discover the intention of the characters, so 

that they can behave in a way that transmits the signals of recognizable 
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human interaction. This behaviour is understood by the audience 
because they are experts in reading the signs of human communication 

that are non-verbal and often operate at the unconscious level. As 
described above, this ability is learned and then relegated to the 
intuition.  

When we read a narrative, watch a play or film, we do so within the 
context of ideas or concepts that we can relate to. If we cannot relate we 

stop participating and become bored.  We determine that it is bad 
theatre, or bad acting, or writing or whatever. If the dramatic action of 
the piece is recognized as meaningful to our lives in some way, we are 

moved. We can project our lives into the story. We identify with the 
narrative, the characters and the transitional moments. Our attention is 

held and we wish to know what happens next in the lives of the 
characters. 

Transformation or change in the characters fascinates us. When 

these “moments” occur, the narrative/reader engagement is at its finest. 
The great soliloquies of Hamlet and of Macbeth are investigations into the 
moment of decision. As we are continually faced with decisions in our 

own lives, we can project ourselves into the stories. Even if we are not 
concerned with the struggles of Princes and Kings, we can relate to the 

interactions and struggles if the performance is convincing and seems 
spontaneous.  

Johnstone’s Methodology offers a way to experiment through 

improvisation and in particular by using the theatre ‘games’ or exercises 
that he has created. These games are deconstructions of human 

behaviour and when practiced offer experiential understanding of the 
behavioural concept under study. His ideas about how the mind works 
and his investigation into the behaviours that drive us have also created 

a way of thinking about the creative process that transcends many 
disciplines and applications. They can be used alongside other 
methodologies without interfering with them. These practices impart an 

understanding of how we can restrict or allow the realization of different 
versions of the self. It rejuvenates a sense of trust in our naturally 

creative and spontaneous natures while at the same time reveals how 
narratives are constructed. 

 

 


