
keith johnstone impro

keith johnstone impro represents a transformative approach to improvisational theatre that has influenced
actors, educators, and performers worldwide. As a pioneering figure in the world of improv, Keith Johnstone
developed innovative techniques that emphasize spontaneity, creativity, and authentic expression. His methods
challenge traditional theatrical norms by encouraging actors to embrace failure, listen actively, and engage
deeply with their fellow performers. This article explores the life and work of Keith Johnstone, the core
principles of his improvisational style, and the lasting impact of his teachings on modern theatre and beyond.
From his foundational book "Impro" to his practical exercises, the legacy of Keith Johnstone impro continues to
shape the art of improvisation. The following sections delve into his biography, key concepts, teaching methods,
and influence on contemporary performance.
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Biography of Keith Johnstone

Keith Johnstone, born in 1933, is a British-Canadian playwright, director, and teacher renowned for his
groundbreaking work in improvisational theatre. He began his career in the United Kingdom before relocating to
Canada, where he founded The Loose Moose Theatre Company in Calgary. His early experiences in traditional
theatre and education inspired him to develop new methods that fostered creativity and spontaneity among
actors. Johnstone's career is marked by his dedication to exploring the dynamics of storytelling and
communication through improvisation, which has made him a seminal figure in the field.

Early Life and Education

Johnstone's formative years included education at prestigious institutions where he studied theatre and
literature. His interest in the mechanics of storytelling and human interaction laid the foundation for his later
innovations. A significant influence was his exposure to traditional theatrical structures, which he sought to
deconstruct and reinvent through improvisational techniques.

Career Milestones

During the 1970s, Johnstone’s work gained prominence with the publication of his book "Impro: Improvisation and
the Theatre," which became a cornerstone text for improvisational performers. Founding The Loose Moose
Theatre Company allowed him to put his theories into practice and train a generation of improvisers. His career
also included directing, teaching workshops internationally, and contributing to the evolution of improv as
both an art form and educational tool.



Core Principles of Keith Johnstone Impro

Keith Johnstone impro is characterized by several foundational principles that distinguish it from other
approaches to improvisation. These principles emphasize openness, acceptance, and the importance of play in
creative processes. Central to his philosophy is the idea that spontaneity can be cultivated through specific
exercises and mindset shifts, enabling performers to respond authentically in the moment.

Acceptance and "Yes, And"

One of Johnstone's core tenets involves the concept of acceptance, often encapsulated in the "Yes, And"
principle. This encourages performers to accept and build upon the contributions of their scene partners,
fostering collaboration and narrative flow. It counters resistance and negation, which can halt creative
momentum.

Spontaneity and Status

Johnstone explored the dynamics of social status within improvisational scenes, teaching actors to recognize
and manipulate status to create compelling interactions. Understanding status helps performers navigate
power relationships and emotional subtext, enhancing the realism and humor of improvised scenes.

Embracing Failure

Another significant principle is the encouragement to embrace failure as a natural and valuable part of the
creative process. Johnstone believed that fear of failure inhibits spontaneity, so his approach includes
techniques to reduce self-consciousness and promote risk-taking.

Techniques and Exercises in Keith Johnstone Impro

Keith Johnstone impro incorporates a wide range of practical exercises designed to develop improvisational
skills. These exercises focus on breaking down psychological barriers, enhancing listening abilities, and fostering
imaginative thinking. They are widely used in theatre training and educational settings to improve communication
and creativity.

Improvisational Games

Johnstone introduced numerous games that encourage quick thinking and adaptability. Examples include "Status
Transactions," where participants practice shifting social status roles, and "Theatresports," a competitive
improv format that challenges performers to create scenes spontaneously under pressure.

The Narrative Techniques

His approach also emphasizes storytelling, teaching actors to initiate, develop, and conclude narratives
collaboratively. Techniques such as "Storytelling Circles" and "Spontaneous Storytelling" help performers
build coherent and engaging plots in real time.

Physical and Vocal Exercises

To enhance expressiveness, Johnstone developed exercises that focus on body language, voice modulation, and



spatial awareness. These practices help actors convey emotions and intentions effectively without reliance on
scripted dialogue.

Warm-up activities to loosen inhibitions

Status games to explore power dynamics

Listening drills to improve responsiveness

Scene-building exercises to practice narrative flow

Spontaneity challenges to foster creativity

Impact on Theatre and Performance

The influence of Keith Johnstone impro extends across theatrical disciplines and beyond. His methods
revolutionized the way actors approach performance, emphasizing a natural, playful, and collaborative style.
This has led to the widespread adoption of improvisational techniques in various contexts, from professional
theatre to corporate training and education.

Transformation of Improv Theatre

Johnstone's innovations helped shift improvisation from a mere comedic novelty to a respected theatrical
practice. Theatresports, in particular, popularized improv as an accessible and dynamic art form, inspiring
countless theatre companies and performers worldwide.

Applications Beyond the Stage

Beyond traditional theatre, Johnstone's methods have been applied in fields such as psychotherapy, education,
and business communication. His focus on spontaneity and acceptance aids in developing interpersonal skills,
creativity, and confidence in diverse professional environments.

Influence on Contemporary Practitioners

Many contemporary improvisers and educators credit Keith Johnstone impro with shaping their approach to
performance. His teachings continue to be integrated into workshops, training programs, and academic curricula,
ensuring ongoing relevance across generations.

Legacy and Continuing Influence

The legacy of Keith Johnstone impro is evident in the enduring popularity of his techniques and the ongoing
vitality of improvisational theatre. His contributions have established a framework for creativity that
transcends cultural and disciplinary boundaries, influencing artists and educators globally.



Publications and Resources

Johnstone's seminal book, "Impro," remains a foundational resource for anyone interested in improvisation.
Additional publications and recorded workshops serve as valuable tools for continuing study and practice of
his methods.

The Loose Moose Theatre Company

The theatre company Johnstone founded continues to operate as a hub for improvisational innovation and
training. It hosts performances, festivals, and educational programs that uphold his vision of spontaneous and
playful theatre.

Global Improvisational Communities

Improvisational communities worldwide maintain Johnstone’s principles at their core. Festivals, competitions,
and training centers dedicated to his style ensure that Keith Johnstone impro remains a living tradition that
evolves with contemporary artistic needs.

Frequently Asked Questions

Where can one learn Keith Johnstone's improv methods today?

Keith Johnstone's improv methods can be learned through his book 'Impro,' workshops, theatre schools, and
improv groups worldwide that incorporate his techniques into their training programs.

Additional Resources
1. Impro: Improvisation and the Theatre by Keith Johnstone
This seminal book by Keith Johnstone explores the fundamentals of improvisational theatre. It delves into
techniques for spontaneity, storytelling, and character development, emphasizing the importance of status and
narrative flow. The book is a foundational text for actors and directors interested in improvisation as a
creative process.

2. Impro for Storytellers by Keith Johnstone
In this follow-up to his original work, Johnstone focuses specifically on the art of storytelling through
improvisation. He provides exercises and insights designed to help performers create compelling, dynamic stories
on the spot. The book is valuable for actors, writers, and educators seeking to enhance narrative skills.

3. Improvisation for the Theater: A Handbook of Teaching and Directing Techniques by Viola Spolin
While not by Johnstone, this classic complements his work by offering practical exercises and games that
foster creativity and spontaneity. Spolin’s methods have heavily influenced modern improvisational theatre and
align well with Johnstone’s principles. It is essential reading for anyone studying or teaching improv.

4. The Art of Improvisation: Keith Johnstone’s Theatrical Techniques in Practice by Sarah Johnson
This book analyzes Johnstone’s methods and demonstrates how they can be applied in contemporary theatre
settings. It includes case studies and practical advice for actors and directors looking to incorporate
improvisation into their work. The text bridges theory and practice effectively.

5. Status and Spontaneity: Exploring Keith Johnstone’s Improvisation Philosophy by Mark Reynolds
Reynolds explores the concept of status as a key element in Johnstone’s improvisational approach. The book
discusses how status shifts create dynamic interactions and drive storytelling. It offers both theoretical



perspectives and practical exercises to deepen understanding.

6. Improvisation and the Creative Mind: Insights from Keith Johnstone by Emma Clarke
This book investigates the cognitive and psychological aspects of improvisation inspired by Johnstone’s
teachings. Clarke examines how creativity functions in improvisational theatre and offers techniques to unlock
creative potential. It is a resource for performers and educators interested in the mental processes behind
improv.

7. Games for Actors and Improvisers by Augusto Boal
Although authored by Augusto Boal, this book shares many concepts with Johnstone’s work, focusing on
interactive theatre games that stimulate spontaneity and creativity. It is often used alongside Johnstone’s
texts in actor training programs. The book provides practical tools for both teaching and performance.

8. Improvisation at the Speed of Life: The TJ and Dave Book by T.J. Jagodowski and David Pasquesi
This book offers insights into long-form improvisation, a style influenced by Johnstone’s principles of
spontaneity and narrative development. Jagodowski and Pasquesi share their experiences and techniques for
creating compelling scenes in real time. It is an excellent resource for advanced improvisers.

9. The Improv Handbook: The Ultimate Guide to Improvising in Comedy, Theatre, and Beyond by Tom Salinsky and
Deborah Frances-White
This comprehensive guide covers a wide range of improvisational techniques, many rooted in Johnstone’s
philosophy. It includes practical exercises, performance tips, and advice for adapting improv skills to various
contexts. The book is suitable for beginners and seasoned performers alike.
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