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KEITH JOHNSTONE is one of the few internationally recognized authorities in the field 
of improvisation, great chunks of which he created, including improvisation forms that 
include Theatresports™, Micetro Impro© (or Maestro Impro), Gorilla Theatre™, and 

The Life Game©.1 
 

1. Childhood 

Born in Brixham, Devon, England in 1933, Keith Johnstone had a painful 

experience with the British Public School system. His childhood experience with 

shyness, difficulties with speech, and physical discomfort created a lasting impression, 

especially when, despite his intellectual curiosity and aptitude, he was declared 

‘unsuitable’ for university training. Johnstone recognized that: “Our teachers wanted us 

to bring ‘honour’ to the school and if Quasimodo had been a fine cricketer they’d have 

been delighted, but they’d have done nothing about the hump” (“Impro for Storytellers” 

ix). He realized that to progress, he needed to learn how to express himself. He was 

enrolled in a two year crash course as a replacement teacher due to the shortage after the 

war, but when he began teaching he lost his voice completely. Hours of speech therapy 

helped him not only to recover his voice, but to discover that: “A drama teacher… can let 

students experiment with different ‘selves’; the shy can become confident, and the 

hysterical more at ease. No academic who understands this can dismiss drama as ‘one of 

the frills” (“Impro for Storytellers” 10). The shy, uncomfortable student set out to 

become a dynamic drama teacher. His passion for the theatre, not only to write and direct 

but more to ‘create theatre’ as a teacher, was inclusive. The goal of Johnstone’s approach, 

                                                
     1 Keith Johnstone website, keithjohnstone.com. Accessed September 29, 2010. 
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unlike that of most theatre training in England at the time, was not necessarily to attain 

‘star status’ at the National Theatre, but rather to find new, innovative ways to unleash 

creativity. 

 

2. Early Career 

Johnstone was quickly recognized as a skilled teacher and was engaged by the 

progressive Greater London Council to train both young people and teachers in the 

largely working class state school system. He became involved with the Royal Court, 

London’s top ‘alternative’ theatre of the time, as an instructor for young working class 

people being introduced to the professional theatre. This was the epoch of the ‘angry 

young men’ such as John Osborne, Arnold Wesker, and Harold Pinter. The Royal Court, 

under George Devine and William Gaskill, was dedicated to promoting new avant-garde 

dramatists and to introducing this theatre to new audiences. Johnstone soon taught the 

acting company and then became a dramaturge and eventually an associate director. He 

provided the alternative experience of improvisation and exploration to help his actors 

gain a fresh approach to their engagements with the new plays they worked with. Devine 

had trained with Michel St. Denis and was in tune with this progressive outlook. 

Johnstone went on to the Royal Shakespeare Company under Peter Hall, John 

Barton, Peter Brook, Michel St. Denis, and John Williams – all innovators in their own 

right. St Denis was also a teacher who employed a strong physical base for artistic 

expression, including masks. Nephew of Jacques Copeau, he started the Old Vic School, 

as well as the National Theatre School of Canada, the Centre d’Art Dramatique in 

Strasbourg, and the Julliard School in New York. Instead of following the paths laid out 
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by these mentors and colleagues, however, Johnstone chose instead to develop his own 

unique methodology: “My teachers felt obliged to destroy our spontaneity… so why not 

reverse their methods?” […] “I became notorious as the acting coach who shouted ‘Be 

more obvious!’ and ‘Be more boring!’ and ‘Don’t concentrate!’” (“Impro for 

Storytellers” 12-13). 

Johnstone was fascinated by pro wrestling as a working class theatrical spectacle, 

free of the constraints of the Lord Chamberlain and the royal censorship which routinely 

closed the theatrical performances of Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop and Edward 

Bond’s plays at the Royal Court, among others. He shared this interest in wrestling with 

John Dexter and William Gaskill, directors at the Royal Court, and speculated on the idea 

of a ‘theatre of sport’ based around improvisational ‘games’. This connection also 

introduced the notion of ‘status transactions’ and reversals in hierarchy as a dynamic of 

the improvisational play. He developed a company called Theatre Machine, which began 

to develop this idea as public performance.  

This improvisational approach became the foundation of his work, and for a time 

he even taught this approach at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA), the scion 

of establishment professional training in England. His company toured abroad and his 

best work was associated with Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin. By then, Keith 

Johnstone had been recognized internationally as an innovative theatre practitioner but 

still struggled to achieve recognition or acceptance at home.2  While theatre for younger 

                                                
     2 This despite the fact that, at this point, he had already directed: The Maimed, London, 1960, The 
Triple Alliance, London, 1961, Sacred Cow, London, 1962, Day of the Prince, London, 1962, The Pope's 
Wedding, London, 1962, The Knack (With Anne Jellicoe), London, 1962, Edgeware Road Blues, London, 
1963, The Cresta Run, London, 1965, The Performing Giant, Royal Court Theatre, London, 1966, Co-
director, Defeat of Giant Big Nose, produced on tour in Wales, 1966. He had also written: Brixham 
Regatta, and For Children, produced at Royal Court Theatre, London, 1958, Gloomy Go Round, produced 
in London, 1959, Philoctetes (adaptation of the play by Socrates), produced in London, 1964, Clowning,                
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audiences, comedy, and improvised performances were popular, producing them was 

never considered ‘legitimate’ by the British theatre establishment. Johnstone decided to 

leave the British stage. 

 

3. In Canada 

In 1967/68, Johnstone was invited to bring his workshops to Calgary and to 

British Columbia, and by the early ‘70s he had decided to stay and take up teaching at the 

University of Calgary. By now he had become a master teacher, and Western Canada 

seemed to provide the freedom and acceptance he required.  He stayed at the University, 

where he is presently Professor Emeritus and Fellow of the Humanities Institute.  In 1977 

he co-founded the Loose Moose Theatre Company in Calgary with Mel Tonkin, and 

further developed his Theatresports improvisational comedy style. This has been 

incorporated and used world-wide, even being performed at London’s National Theatre 

by the Improbable Theatre Company, as well as on U.S. cable television. In addition, 

Johnstone developed offshoots of Theatresports including Gorilla Theatre, Maestro, and 

Life Game. These are patented and form the basis of a thriving enterprise called the 

International Theatresports Institute. 

In addition to teaching and directing, and developing his improvisational 

framework, Johnstone has written two books which outline his methods: Impro: 

Improvisation and the Theatre, and Impro for Storytellers.  In Impro for Storytellers, 

Johnstone imparts that, “many dull people claim to have ‘forgotten’ their entire 

                                                                                                                                            
produced at Royal Court Theatre, London, 1965, The Performing Giant, Defeat of Giant Big Nose, Instant 
Theatre, produced in London, 1966, Caught in the Act, produced in London, 1966, The Time Machine, 
produced in London, 1967, The Martians, produced in London, 1967, Moby Dick: A Sir and Perkins Story, 
produced in London, 1967. 
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childhood… but their imaginations are not dead, just frozen…. Laughter is a great help in 

making forbidden ideas so acceptable that the students have no need to snap back into 

numbness…. Ultimately students have to accept that the imagination is the true self (as 

William Blake knew), but it’s not easy to grasp this nettle” (73).  He warns, however, 

that,  “[f]ailure is part of any game, and unless this is understood, Theatresports will be a 

high stress activity  (67).   Johnstone also relays instructions for improvisational games.  

In ‘Invisibility’ one partner is endowed with invisibility, and the consequences are then 

acted out (178).  In “Freeze Games’ the players start an activity – directing traffic, 

perhaps – and then someone shouts ‘Freeze!’ and runs into the scene to change ‘directing 

traffic’ into some unrelated but visually similar activity (186).  There are rules, judges, an 

emcee, and tech assistants in these games. They work to stimulate competition and 

audience involvement, and also to keep the performers on their toes. This work has been 

adapted by comedy troupes such as Second City, and has been employed to train 

comedians, actors, and sketch artists as well as a means to engage students of all types 

worldwide.  

More recently, Keith Johnstone has explored masks in performance, a tradition, 

introduced to him by Michel St. Denis.  He calls them ‘trance masks’, harking back to the 

improvised traditions of the Commedia dell’Arte of Italy and Europe as well as to comic 

traditions from Southeast Asia, China and Japan.  The use of masks also relates to the 

spirit figure of the Trickster in First Nations communities. The masks are usually half 

masks, allowing the performer to speak, and the process begins with mirrors.  Once a first 

impression is established, development of a series of masks happens in a ‘blitz’ of 

performance.  The one that emerges as the strongest is then employed and developed 
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further with other masks.   The key is to trust one’s instincts, and not to intellectualize the 

process.   

Improvisation forms the basis of all Johnstone’s work, and as an instructor he 

takes his cues from the students.  He continues to learn from every one of them, and to 

pass his work on to the next generation of practitioners.      
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