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Improv Process workbook
Steven’s Papers:
Improvisation (“improv”) involves experimenting with ideas and creating new worlds (O’Brien et al, 2018). The first world we envisioned through improvised games and methods was the newspaper agency, Steven’s Papers, featuring a diverse cast of comical characters, like “The Office”, capturing everyday people in a comically outrageous way whilst exploring themes such as alcoholism and depression. 
Within our diverse world of personalities, I played a humble character named Melvin, a financial advisor embroiled in a crime. As O’Brien et al (2018) outline, in improv, we slowly lose an awareness of ourselves and take on a different character. When I became Melvin, I embodied traits of a new personality. The process of creating this character was largely through imaginative and collaborative experimentation (Yeolekar, 2020), such as using the improv rule of “Yes, and”, which is to accept everything that is stated as truth (Drinko, 2020) to carve out an authentic character.
Our characters developed further when we devised monologues; and as Tollenaere (2017) suggests, these can be used for exposition, creating a pathway for the plot. In my monologue I gave Melvin a love interest which added a new dimension, however, it was another character’s monologue confessing their love for Melvin that helped to develop his story. This revelation made Melvin more interesting as it created a relationship dilemma and placed him in an unlikely love triangle. 
Over time, we expanded the world around the newspaper agency, creating a small town named “Smallville” and establishing its landmarks. We were also tasked with creating new characters on the spot, answering questions in character, to help build the local community. We also experimented so that each actor played a different person to the one they originally improvised. We later split into groups to create a radio segment involving the local residents to further develop our new reality. 
For the radio show, I listened to St Elwick’s Neighbourhood Association Newsletter Podcast which tells fictional neighbourhood stories. It is intentionally stale-humoured, but the host is so enamoured in his own business that he often talks about himself rather than the local news which adds moments of interest and helps establish a sense of “localness”. The podcast help inspire our radio show and we opted to feature local stories but with very strange occurrences, such as “pirates stealing from the pirate museum” and played on the notion of a local low budget production by using our voices to mimic instruments to create our radio opening. 
Beyond Steven’s Papers: Creating Burnwood
After building the community of Smallville, we decided to review what we had created. While improvisation is a spontaneous process, it is necessary to revisit original ideas to determine which ones to explore further (BBC, 2022). In this regard, a big challenge in improvisation is being flexible about the material you create and preparing to adjust (Bowell and Heap, 2017). After heavy deliberations, we moved away from the initial ideas that we developed around Steven’s Papers, however, the improv techniques used to this point were crucial in the development of our final story, particularly in our decision to primarily focus on the town. 
The idea of a seemingly friendly but mysterious neighbourhood became a popular theme during our brainstorming, leading to ideas about a town marred by supernatural events. For further inspiration, we watched the movie Hot Fuzz about a quiet community with a sinister secret and developed more monologues to fully conceptualise the identity of our new town, Burnwood. 
Bowell and Heap (2017) argue that in improv, participating artists need to be on the same page to help focus the story. In group workshops we developed our plot, deciding it was best to tell one narrative connecting all the characters of Burnwood together. We also collectively decided that the town would be the site of an extra-terrestrial landing and the story would focus on one tragic murder. 
As we continued co-creating our improvised world, the character I developed for Burnwood (William) took on a different identity to my initial character, Melvin. Through “hot seating”, I answered a plethora of questions to create his backstory. I also devised two monologues - one that revealed his career as a policeman and one revealing his murderous intentions and obsession with being a detective. 
I experimented with different aspects of William’s personality, leading to further alterations to the character; changing him from a policeman to a community officer, which made him feel more grounded and playing down his darker side by moving away from him being a murderer. Instead, choosing to focus on his detective career aspirations and making it so that he impersonated a policeman and truly believed himself to be one. To refine my performance, I drew inspiration from TV characters, such as iconic detective Sherlock Holmes, and watched films like Naked Gun to build on William’s image as an incompetent man, who thinks himself an upstanding officer but, in reality, lacks any real abilities. 

Reflective Evaluation: 
Our final performance of Burnwood was to a group of acting students. After weeks of developing and refining our story I feel we delivered a well-structured, original piece which displayed our growth in creative freedom and the unique ability improvisation has for driving the narrative and exploring character depths.
On a personal level, I have developed a range of skills. I am more confident responding to unplanned situations and experimenting with ideas. I have also learnt to be more adaptive in the devising process. For example, a last-minute change was made during the final rehearsal to add music to a scene and an additional comical line to my dialogue, 20 minutes before the live performance. While it was nerve-racking to make changes at a late stage, the adapted scene was well received, exemplifying the importance of embracing the process and not blocking ideas (BBC, 2022).
I also found myself reacting emotionally as the character rather than thinking as an actor, helping me to be in the moment and deliver a richer performance. However, I did miss a punchline during a scene in which I reveal information about William’s father. When saying my line “He was a policeman, a fireman and even a French-maid once” the intended punchline had been “French-maid”, but “Fireman” provoked a reaction. Rather than pause to absorb the audiences’ amusement, I continued on, wasting the potential to capitalise on the French-maid line. However, I was pleased with my performance and while there were moments I could have leaned further into William’s juxtaposed obsessive/goofy personality traits, I found the improv process to be an interesting way to create realistic characters and imaginative drama.
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