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It is not enough to understand mere rules of professional conduct. It is necessary to have the life 

skills to comply with them. I worked as a litigator at the Illinois Attorney Registration and 

Disciplinary Commission. When I was there, I noticed that many lawyers didn’t need to be 

disciplined. They needed to be educated about the vast potential of their own humanity. I 

subsequently saw that was true for lawyers was true for business professionals and academics --- 

and any other person who works in a professional setting. Creativity, empathy, self-expression, 

critical thinking, conscience and other qualities falsely identified with talent are simply aspects 

of being human. They require no special talent. They can be accessed. They can be developed to 

greater depths. They can be practiced in order to strengthen facility in their application to the 

events and purposes of work and life. 
 
The Rules of Professional Responsibility for Attorneys, and any formal or informal code of 

conduct for any profession, address these fundamental aspects of personal character: 
 

•      Competence 
•      Diligence 
•      Communication 
•      Honesty (Don’t lie) 
•      Honesty (Don’t steal) 
•      Civility 

 
These aspects of character are also necessities of creativity. Picasso became more than competent 

at drafting and naturalistic painting before he innovated new forms. Anyone who has ever 

seriously practiced writing, music, acting or any other creative art knows how important diligent 

and sustained work is to achieving creative excellence. Art IS communication in a variety of 

forms. A good writer, visual artist, comedian --- you can fill in the form --- is honest --- attentive 

to detail, and willing to face hard truths. Artists who collaborate need the virtue of civility --- the 

emotional intelligence to be able to understand their own emotions and unconscious fears and 

desires, and the emotions and unconscious fears and desires of other people. 
 
There is a unity in action that leads to ethical and creative behavior, and professional 

effectiveness and excellence. That unity is what Ethical Presence TM is all about. Ethical 

Presence TM is found where art and ethics meet. Note that Ethical Presence TM is not the study of 

art per se. It is the practice of making art, a very practical art which tends to the material needs of 

the world and the souls of all involved. My personal experience showed me that my background 

as an improvisational actor and writer informed my practice of law and informs my teaching; and 

that my background as a lawyer and teacher in a business school informs my writing and 

improvisational acting. Life, work and art are different perspectives regarding the same action. 
 

Ethical Presence TM cannot be learned in the abstract. It can only be learned experientially. The 

values of Ethical Presence are universal, but each individual and each situation require that they 

be applied in specific and unique ways. 

mailto:richardsteventhomas@gmail.com


 3 

 
This book, and its companion course, are created to help foster the skills of Ethical 

Presence TM. Ethical Presence TM, when competently and diligently practiced, helps the 

individual care for her material needs, be of service to others, and meet the soul’s requirements 

for personal peace, happiness and satisfaction. Those may sound like big claims, but they are not. 

All that a book and course can do is orient your thinking. You have to do the hard work. I look 

forward to seeing that work in our class, and hearing about the service, success and personal 

satisfaction that you will create in your own special way through your work in the turmoil of the 

world. 

The artist is someone who is unable to do things as others do them.  

Robert Bresson  

I was teaching a group of college professors a class entitled "Finding and Exploring Your 

Teacher Voice." The class considered what this book considered --- consciously asserting one's 

humanity in a professional role --- to the benefit of oneself and others. I'm an actor (among many 

other things as you will see) and I made an illustrative example involving me, a white man, 

playing an elderly African-American woman. Many in the class were shocked.  

"How could you ever do such a thing!"  

"Why not? The theater has had non-traditional casting for years. Cate Blanchett played Bob 

Dylan in a film a few years ago. Denzel Washington and Judy Dench have played the young 

Danish prince Hamlet when neither were young or Danish...there are countless examples here... 

many, too many to mention."  

We all have our professional roles too. I have life experience which might give a little more 

insight on than many other people. I am or have been an actor, a comedian, an improviser, a 

teacher (of several subjects) a marketing executive, a writer, a college professor and a trial 

lawyer. At first I took on different roles because I was searching. Now I realize they are all the 

same things. The common denominator in all of the careers is that I showed up for work as a 

human being and so did all of my peers.  

The pillars of professionalism are the same for everyone in every job; be competent at your task 

and in your field; be diligent and complete promised work; communicate; don't lie; don't steal 

and be civil.  

There is an enormous diversity of types of people and work. There is also a common humanity to 

every type of person and job. Please read this book from the perspective of that common 

humanity.  

I write many of the sections of this book from the perspective of one of the professions I've 

worked in. Please read the book from your perspective as a human being and apply any insights 

you like to yourself and what you do.  
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What is true for the lawyer is true for the actor is true for the teacher is true for what you do.  

Introduction to Ethical Presence  

Many professionals (defined as teachers and other academics, lawyers and other legal 

professionals, doctors and other medical professionals, creative and other arts professionals, and 

business, government and non-profit professionals of all stripes) are unaware of the relative 

ineffectiveness of their presentation, leadership, and group and one-on-one communication 

skills. Many other professionals are aware of their deficiencies but lack confidence and are 

intimidated by the prospect of improving these skills.  

This book asserts that being authentic in the working flow of your vocation can be approached as 

an art form. It can be learned and developed experientially through the process of personally 

creating your unique method of presentational and interactive communication.  

Creating professional authenticity is a democratic artistic process. It is not only a realistic 

process for those who are perceived as “talented.” No two professionals communicate in the 

same way. This book aspires to share some of my thoughts, methods, attitudes and values in an 

effort to help professionals discover and explore their personal confidence, conscious 

authenticity and creativity in their own way.  

Work on one’s voice requires a commitment to hard work and deep and considered reflection. If 

one approaches this work “for fun” or as a hobby, they will get the equivalent results to the lack 

of demand that they put on themselves.  

A major interest of mine is the experiential interrelationship between logic, critical thinking, 

substantive knowledge AND creativity, self-assurance, awareness and communication. My 

background as an attorney and in the improvisational theater has taught me how rationality and 

structure, and spontaneity and emotion, are complimentary and equally necessary to the 

development of a strong professional presence.  

Artists learn and then (or contemporaneously) feel compelled to share what they learn with 

others. The artists are then affected by the others’ response to what the artists have offered and 

transform (learn) again. The process repeats itself ad infinitum with greater depth and in some 

cases, breadth. By this definition this book is very much a work of art.  

Artists such as myself have much to teach professionals when the professionals reflect on the 

artists’ work through the lens of their own experience as professional artists (whether or not that 

they acknowledge their own artistic status.)  

Many professionals explore art classes (improvisational acting, creative writing etc.) in an effort 

to improve their authenticity and presence. Taking such classes is a positive step. This initiative 

would be more effective because it links the art education to actual work experience and 

development. It connects personal enrichment with pragmatic professional development.  
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Many workplaces have de facto apprenticeship programs and activities where more experienced 

professional expose those junior to teaching strategies and plans that have been successful for the 

more established leaders of the firms. These approaches are useful, but they are more content- 

driven than the process-driven method that I am proposing here. A professional has to have a 

mastery of content AND EQUALLY be personally engaged with that content AND, of course,  

the other stakeholders themselves. There are professional authenticity concerns beyond the 

obvious necessity of “knowing the material.” The “apprentice” approach doesn’t address these 

concerns. It might give structures for delivering information. It doesn’t help an individual 

discover how they personally can “reach” others. This book is a broader and deeper 

consideration of what it is to be professionally authentic and effective.  

It bears repeating that substantial artistry and professional development can only be achieved 

with dedicated, committed and sustained work. It is not enough to understand this topic 

conceptually. It is not only about approaches that you adopt. It is about something that you 

yourself become, maintain and expand.  

The book aspires to stimulate its audiences to discussion, thought and new creations of 

professional art.  

Introduction to Process  

Before you can be a consciously authentic professional you have to be a consciously authentic 

human being. (We are all at least unconsciously authentic since authenticity is a matter of 

existential being, not something we matriculate to.) Authenticity is not a matter of self-invention. 

It is who we are, whether we know it or not.  

In other words before you have a professional voice you have to have a personal voice that you 

apply to your professional tasks. You find that voice, and the skills to call upon it in action 

through play --- in the making of art. All art begins as a spontaneous improvisation and is shaped 

and structured later. Art connects you to your own personal voice. You become a more effective 

professional when you speak (and act) in that voice. And learned in your ways of making art you 

will turn your professional work into art itself.  

Teachers, actors and trial lawyers are sometimes frustrated when students, audiences and juries 

aren’t engaged with the material being presented to them. These “others” are not engaged in 

every case because there is no expressed humanity infused into the dry substance placed before 

them. I was flipping through cable channels late one night and found a documentary where the 

rock star and humanitarian Bono was standing in the middle of a West African village saying 

that “no amount of statistics expresses the truth of this situation as the joy on these villagers’ 

faces.” I then turned to C-Span where a scientist was telling a Congressional committee that 

“only image and narrative has been offered today; we have no hard data which gives a full 

picture of the reality we are facing here.”  

The truth is that as professionals we need hard data and/or other evidence that we view rationally 

in order to make competent and informed judgments AND we need to connect warmly with 
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other people in order to share what we know. We need to be able to reason like the C-Span 

scientists and create image, narrative and feeling like Bono.  

A professional should be exhausted after a day’s work because she is personally involved with 

all of the stakeholders that she interacts with. Sharing your voice is a revolutionary activity. It is 

a commitment to not perform, pretend or persuade or dominate or hide; but rather BE there for 

better or worse standing with integrity for all that you believe and all that you are. Our roles limit 

how much we reveal of ourselves. An authentic accountant, for example, wouldn’t show aspects  

of his voice to a client as he would to his spouse; but he would show all the depths of his voice 

that are applicable to his relationship with the client.  

Having a voice is a skill. It is not an abstraction. You can’t develop one by learning and 

discussing theory. You have to do things. This book suggests that you do improvisational 

exercises to find and explore your voice in pure action. It says you should state opinions, and 

keep journals and be very aware of your thoughts and feelings. It says that you should work on 

your practical reasoning, critical thinking and argumentation skills and apply them to your fields 

of endeavor. It says you should study examples of public leadership in all fields, particularly 

ones disparate from your own and make discerning judgements as to how those public leaders do 

things that could be applied or avoided in your sphere.  

Voice lessons are found in experiencing, observing, and reflecting; and applying the insights we 

gained from those three processes to real world actions with real world responsibilities and 

consequences.  

The Magic of Improvisation  

I was teaching a workshop of very talented and earnest teachers once and I was asked, “Why are 

we spending time on these improvisation exercises? What do they have to do with teaching?”  

I replied, “Let me tell you a story. I was a new attorney prosecuting attorney disciplinary cases in 

Illinois. Now these matters are dealt with through administrative hearings. I was addressing a 

panel of two lawyers and a lay person.  

The case involved a Hispanic attorney who was very green and inexperienced. He got his lawyer 

job off of Craig’s List. His employer was a disreputable attorney based in California. The 

California lawyer hired Spanish speaking attorneys and opened storefront offices in Spanish 

speaking neighborhoods. He then gave his young lawyers no training or support of any kind.  

My inexperienced respondent in the case was overwhelmed by the responsibilities that he was 

wholly unprepared for. He neglected the court cases and other legal matters of several clients. 

This behavior is a very serious breach of the attorney Professional Code of Responsibility and is 

usually punished with a pretty severe suspension.  

When it came time to make my closing argument I wasn’t going to take any chances. It was my 

first hearing! I stood before the panel and began to read from prepared notes. In the first 
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paragraph I asked for a suspension much shorter than the norm in this kind of case. The lawyer- 

chairman of the panel got very annoyed. ‘Why are you asking for such a short suspension, Mr. 

Thomas?’ (His implication was that I didn’t know what I was doing.) ‘And stop reading!’  

I didn’t wonder what to do. I am improviser with many years’ experience on the mainstage at 

Chicago’s Second City, trained by Paul Sills... I learned through my own way of improvising 

that I never came to a scene blank. I was always “loaded” with my thoughts and emotions since 

my last show and funneled those thoughts and feelings through the specific requirements of the 

games and scenes in my current show. Now, I had been living with this attorney’s file for a year. 

I was loaded.  

I passionately felt that the young attorney was remorseful and deserved some punishment, but 

that the real bad actor in the case was the employing attorney in California that was beyond the 

reach of the Illinois hearing room. I thought the young lawyer needed education more than 

punishment. I felt strongly --- although I had no data evidence at hand to back it up --- that the 

Spanish-speaking community probably needed good lawyers and if we helped this young guy get 

his act together he could help a lot of people. I also thought that my agency was too quick to 

punish in general. We were getting “beans” as they were called --- convictions --- to justify our 

budget; but maybe some of those “beans” weren’t wise or just.  

I passionately blurted out an improvised rant saying just what I thought about the matter. My 

supervising attorney stared at me dumbfounded. She hadn’t heard many passionate arguments 

for less punishment from one of the agency’s lawyers. The respondent’s attorney jumped up and 

argued that I went too far. She was afraid my argument would engender a negative backlash 

from the panel and that her client would get a harsher sentence than usual. I sat down in a daze 

wondering about what I had just done and waiting for the panel’s decision.  

I didn’t have to wait very long. The panel returned with their finding in ten minutes. It turns out 

the lay person on the panel was Hispanic. I didn’t know that during the hearing. She had what 

sounded like a German name to me and looked German too --- I guess, whatever looking 

German means. She offered the decision of the group. She emphatically agreed with me about 

the need for good attorneys in the Hispanic community and the need to educate rather than 

punish the potential good ones. The panel accepted my recommendation of a lesser sanction. “  

“This is the MAGIC of improvisation!” I shouted excitedly. “The circumstances forced me to 

abandon my plan. All of my preparation had to be expressed in a different form than I had laid 

out. I had to say new things. I had to look people in the eye and connect with them as human 

beings. I had to reveal my emotions, my passion and offer myself to them --- not as a 

disembodied rational voice, but as a man. I said things that resonated in another person’s heart 

and then she spoke her solidarity with me to me and the rest of the world. Something very human 

and beautiful happened in that hearing room and something that was good professionally for me 

and other people.  

And that is what improvisation has to do with teaching and every other damn profession. When 

teachers just drone on reading narrations to PowerPoint presentations that they wrote years ago 

without adapting to the human interaction needs of the new and specific students sitting in from 
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of them, and the changes in the world since they originally developed their lecture, they are 

acting like I was as I nervously read the beginning of my closing argument. They need 

improvisation to find or rediscover their voice itself and to use as a technique when they are 

actually in the moment doing their job.  

More improvisation would make our struggling education system --- and our teachers and 

students --- a lot more humane and effective.”  

People Sometimes Get Improvisation Backwards --- It Requires 

Preparation and is not Winging It  

People think improvisation involves ad-libbing or making up the content of what you have to say 

and therefore having a necessary stiffness in the way that you connect to other people. The 

opposite is true. A good improviser is so full with things to say because she has thought about 

them in solitude, and been aware of her feelings in every waking minute, that she doesn’t have to 

worry about the words and she can spend all of her time touching and seeing and hearing and 

being open to the people she is engaged with.  

Forget Yourself  

It’s a paradox. To be yourself, you have to forget yourself. Engage with the world not your ego. 

Shyness has a lot in common with arrogance. They are both involved with concerns of how you 

will be assessed by others. Explore the world. Concentrate on your job(s). You’ll find yourself 

there.  

It’s Up to You to Connect the Dots  

I’m an artist. Artists aren’t experts. I once defined improvisation as “the art of not knowing what 

you are doing.” Look, I wrote this book to share my voice. I tell you what I think. I share what I 

feel. I clue you in on what I know. I introduce you to some methods. It’s up to you to connect the 

dots. I can’t tell you how to be you or how to do your job. You have to create that. This book is 

as much you reading it and creatively applying it to your life and work as it is me writing it.  

Good film criticism engages the reader with the critic in a dialogue about the movie. Bad film 

criticism is just consumer reporting. I like it; I don’t like it. Who cares if you do? No one. How is 

it going to move you? What are you going to do with it?  

Art is an eternal dialogue. All art inspires more art. When you are done with this book I suggest 

you make something.  

Authenticity in Action has Nothing to Do with Introversion or 

Extroversion  
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The idea that is preferable to be loud and outgoing as opposed to quiet and reflective or vice 

versa is bullshit. We need introversion to reflect and extroversion to connect. We all have the 

capacity to do both. When you think in terms of a task and forget about self-image (another 

bullshit concept --- what we think of ourselves is useless; it is what we actually are that matters) 

we use the parts of ourselves that we need to use when we need to use them.  

I’m with Paolo Freire  

Paolo Freire was an educator who worked with highly illiterate peasant populations in the middle 

of the last century. He wrote a great book called Pedagogy of the Oppressed. In it he decries 

what he calls the banking system of education. This is the system where a teacher or writer is an 

acknowledged expert in his field. He metaphorically rips the top off of his readers and students 

and deposits the so-called “truth” into their brains. The acts of reading and learning are ones of 

submissiveness and obedience by the readers or learners and absolute power by the teacher or 

writer. Freire exposes the intellectual dishonesty of this system. For example, those uneducated 

peasants knew a lot about their countries governmental and economic systems because they had 

borne the brunt of those systems injustices. They didn’t need to “learn” the systems they had to 

analyze them and act upon them in order to advocate for their own needs. Good education is a 

call to thought and action not a command for a pledge of allegiance to a regurgitation. Good 

education is an exploration of what everyone knows, a discovery of new things that some or all 

don’t know and an evaluation of all found to the lives of everyone involved including the writer 

or teacher. You dear reader are my partner here, not my apprentice. We are brothers and sisters 

on a journey.  

Experience, Observe, Reflect, Apply  

This is an art book. No one can “teach” you how to make art. They can just show you a few 

things when you are ready to start figuring it out. Do those verbs when you read this book.  

Having a Voice Means Telling Stories and Making Arguments  

We connect with others through narrative and we fight for what we believe in through advocacy. 

This book is basically a collection of stories and arguments and hybrids of the two because it is 

written in a human voice and that is what we do. Even the C-Span scientist was relying on a 

story argument when he said that presentations that are mere narrative without data are useless. 

He had no data to back his assertion. If he presented surveys that statistically demonstrated the 

failure of narrative to accurately assess a situation he would have had a stronger argument. But I 

do not believe he could’ve found it. Good art employs reason and is every bit as meticulous in its 

observation of phenomena as science.  

Art is a Search for Reality  

... and reality sits on a shifting point.  

The Heart of Improvisation is Transformation  
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Comfortable adaptation to inevitable and natural change is a secret of good improvisation and 

authentic professional presence. It’s about change of the who (people), what (actions and 

activities), where (physical, cultural, emotional environments) that we find ourselves involved 

with and the comments (our and others’ feelings, thoughts, values and opinions) associated with 

the who, what and where.  

Don’t Worry about Originality; Concentrate on Your Task and Your 

Authenticity  

If you are authentic you will be unique; no two people are alike. If you closely resemble 

someone else don’t worry; truth is more effective than cleverness. Innovation comes in 

uncovering an unacknowledged aspect of reality, not imagining something out of the blue. Depth 

is the key quality of good improvisation and authentic personal presence --- professional or 

otherwise. The real new ideas come from the ancient depths of our souls.  

Our Humanity is What We All Have in Common; It is the Way that We 

Express Our Humanity that is Incredibly Diverse  

There is a core in everyone that is deeper than gender, race, ethnicity, sexual preference or any 

classification that you could think of. There is a core that is deeper than all of our individual 

voices. When we touch that core in another while maintaining our true personal voice, we 

connect.  

From the Film Anomalisa by Charlie Kaufman: “The Power Structure 

Wants People to be Ignorant so that They Can Do Their Stupid Jobs and 

Fight Their Stupid Wars.”  

Own your pride in what you do. Own your love for it. It is a grand part of who you are. There are 

forces that don’t want you to feel love for it. They work to your detriment and the detriment of 

others to exploit you for power and money. You can live lives of professional fulfillment. Ignore 

the bullying power structure and the internal voice it planted within you. Ignore the ignorant 

around you which enforce the power structure’s soul denying ways. Ignore the media that makes 

you feel impotent and sad. Ignore the politicians and business leaders who tell you to accept 

arbitrary limits. Dream and live with your shoulders pinned back and your head held high. You 

are doing work for the gods, yourself and feasting guests.  

Vulnerability is a Very Nice Quality  

Vulnerability to says to the person(s), “I respect you. It is important for me to be here. I trust you 

to the point of sharing my insecurities.” Vulnerability is an odd and necessary kind of 

confidence. It is a risk that should not be avoided simply because it is not rewarded in every 

instance. When we strive for perfection in our professional tasks and humbly reveal our human 

imperfection, our authentic professionalism is high art. It is in the vulnerable moments that we 
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grow and discover the new. We adhere to that tired yet true cliché --- we know the value of 

leaving our comfort zone.  

We should always be vulnerable really. What a paradox --- have pride AND humility!  

The Grand Tradition of Lecturing People  

Stop lecturing me! The lecture is so maligned associated with droning PowerPoints and trips to 

the Dean of Students office. Any time a speaker says something that someone could read in a 

book or web page or wherever it is useless. Why is the communication “live” and in real time? 

Professors used to be like preachers who would perform oratory to awaken people to new 

understandings. An energy was passed between the lecturer and the listeners --- a kind of spirit.  

Stephen Sondheim’s Passion is a work of art and not an entertainment. It is a lecture in a grand 

tradition. A sickly and homely woman seems obsessed with a handsome soldier. Is it the 

obsession that it seems or love? The soldier is having a passionate affair with a married woman. 

Is love possible without real commitment? The songs of the play are philosophical ruminations 

within its narrative. The reflections about the nature of love stayed with me in a much more 

profound way than if I would have read the script or engaged in some kind of interactive 

experience.  

The Greatest Classical Artist Plays with Spontaneity and the Greatest 

Improvisational Artist Finds Structure  

The trick is to be able to do both at once and be both at once. A good classically trained actor 

doesn’t memorize all the lines in a Shakespearean play. He understands them so well that he 

knows when and how to say them. As he and his company’s understanding of the play deepens 

his interpretation changes. He and his fellow cast members discover new meanings 

spontaneously before the audience. Where does the preparation stop and the improvisation 

begin?  

I Loved the Show ‘Inside the Actor’s Studio’  

Host James Lipton would interview a great actor a week about the art of acting. A great actor 

teaches you how to act --- in life. Great actors are practical philosophers ruminating on the hows 

and whys of human behavior. They teach through their performances. They teach through their 

discussions of their art. Watch and listen to them every chance you get. Great actors don’t act. 

The renowned stage actress Rosemary Harris wore her own clothes and makeup onstage. Great 

acting onstage and in life is authentic. A fine actor acts in a role as if she were the person with 

the external characteristics and in the situation of the script. We do the same in our professions. I 

am the same person at work that I am at home with my wife. I simply am in a different place and 

in a different relationship. I am the same. Accomplished actors are the master artists of authentic 

professionalism --- being oneself in one’s role at work.  
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The Only Way You Can Connect with Someone Else is by Being in a 

Relation to Them as Yourself  

Benjamin Franklin advised to never take a job that required you to buy a new set of clothes. Take 

that as a metaphor. If you have to change your appearance and sense of humor and have to smile 

at comments and actions that offend your values, you are probably in the wrong place.  

We Live in a Tsunami of Ignorance and Phoniness  

The art of being authentic and professional is the art of working as hard as you can to be 

intelligent and sincere. As a matter of personal integrity. Enough with all of the showmanship, 

the lying and the sales strategies. How about excellence and decency... if you aspire to that 

originality will take care of itself.  

Honor Art  

I saw a group of Broadway actors do a reading of the last act of Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s 

Journey into Night for an audience of psychiatrists at Northwestern Medical School. The play, of 

course, deals with addiction among many other themes. The writing is extraordinarily deep. The 

play is one of the great works of art of the 20th Century. After the reading, the director of the 

troupe led a discussion. The doctors diagnosed the characters from their professional 

perspectives. This was a wasted opportunity in my view. The psychiatrists instructed O’Neill 

basically. They should have listened to him. They might have developed in an aspect of their 

humanity beyond the scientific.  

Modern Improvisation Began as a Method of Assimilating Immigrant 

Children into the Culture of Chicago in the 1930’s  

Neva Boyd, a social scientist and Viola Spolin, an acting teacher initiated the games of 

Improvisation for the Theater at Hull House. I work in that tradition (with great variation of 

course --- same art form, different artist.) Everyone is assimilating into something.  

Serious Art Resembles Science in its Meticulous Observation x people in 

y space at z time = 1  

This is the formula for being in the moment. When we are completely open to internal and 

external reality we see the truth without resistance or any biased conceptual and false 

perceptions. We transcend conscious choice and enthusiastically accept what is. There is 

something intangible beyond the concerns of the day that informs every moment of our lives and 

every once in a while we touch. Art is the means of access to a glimpse of what is normally 

unseen.  

One Definition of an Artist:  
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An artist is someone who, once she learns something, burns to communicate it to someone else.  

Failure...  

is only a negative thing if you don’t identify with it personally. In improvisation, no failure 

cannot be transformed into something else.  

Part I: Improvisation  

Being Human  

This is an art book. The late, great actor Phillip Seymour Hoffman said this when he was 

promoting his great performance in the film Capote: “I think no one deserves sympathy and 

everyone deserves sympathy. I don’t think that there is any one on the planet if looked at closely 

enough is worthy of being judged. And everybody on the planet if looked at closely enough is 

worthy of being loved with the most love you can ever give. I think that is human. I think that’s 

human nature. I think that is everybody.” The greatness of art can be defined by the degree of its 

possession of two great characteristics: unflinching --- and at times even brutal --- honesty and 

accuracy in perception --- if looked at closely enough --- and intense, generous compassion --- 

love with the most love you can give.  

The great attributes of art do not only belong to great creative geniuses like Phillip Seymour 

Hoffman. Art is simply a divine awareness and expression of, as Hoffman put it --- human 

nature – everybody. We all have moments of great clarity and expansive love in our lives. What 

if we decided to commit to living that way all of the time? What actors, writers, teachers, 

lawyers, business persons, brothers, daughters, spouses, parents --- humans --- we would be.  

Phillip Seymour Hoffman was a brilliant genius in his observations about humanity; he was a 

brave and sweet mensch-hero who suffered for all of his characters --- us. He reached beyond 

himself and gifted us with abundant art in the form of an astounding body of work as an actor. 

He was also a drug addict. He couldn’t bear looking as closely as he did at the horrors of 

existence. Those looks were a requirement listed on his job description. So he escaped. Judgment 

would say he betrayed his family, his audience and most importantly himself because he couldn’t 

control the addictive aspect of his nature. Can you say that you love him for all that he gave to 

you AND you love him for all that he suffered and lost? Can you love the incredible actor and 

the self-destructive junkie? If so, we can get started because --- I think that is human. I think 

that’s human nature. I think that is everybody.  

Full life is a paradox: diligent work to excel in our roles and pursue perfections rarely obtained; 

and an affectionate, accepting embrace of our individual and collective weakness, folly and even 

sin.  

Let’s talk about the human/art side of the life equation first --- in this case improvisation. We can 

discuss approaches to doing the jobs later, once we are confident that we will be doing them as 

human beings.  
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How Artists Look at Art  

When you look at any art, including this book, do not engage as mere audience. View art like a 

magician trying to understand another magician’s tricks. Audiences respond only to what is 

expressed in a piece and how it makes them think and feel. Their focus is on the effect not the 

method. Artists look for more. They have a deeper interest in how and why the piece was made. 

We artists learn (a continuous and lifelong process) from experience, observation, and our 

reflection on that experience and observation; and by the actual application of our takeaways 

from those processes to the making of our own creations. All of our creativity is our response, a 

part of a constant dialect that we have with other human creation and the natural world.  

Anxiety  

If you don’t feel anxiety before and when you improvise you are a recreational improviser and 

you came to the wrong place if you came to see me. In improvisation --- as opposed to an artsy- 

craftsy bowling night situation the struggle is everything. No one truly builds confidence by 

executing simple tasks and engaging in a circle jerk of congratulation with their clique of friends. 

Real improvisational work offers more than diversionary excitement; rather it is a process of real 

challenge and satisfaction.  

To Have a Voice Is To Struggle  

We are all Bertie, the King of the film, The King’s Speech. Bertie was abused as a boy. He 

suffered a terrible speech impediment, a real disability. He didn’t want to be king. He assumed 

the throne when his older brother abdicated. He was called to speak to the British people in their 

darkest hour near the beginning of World War II. He worked diligently to tame his stammering 

and derived some satisfaction in doing so. When his time came to speak to the nation, he moved 

slowly and courageously into the challenge and gained confidence with each word. He did his 

job and raised the morale of his nation. His words were more effective because he had been 

beaten and scarred. Everyone sensed that he had authority to speak because he had met a terrible 

challenge that was not of his choosing like his audience, the British people who had just been 

forced into war. He did what we all have the potential to do --- speak in service of ourselves, 

others and the highest values of mankind.  

Hi, It's REALLY Me.  

There is a difference between narcissistic worried self-involvement, which is rightly dismissed in 

improvisation and other arts classes as being "stuck in one's head" and real consciousness of 

one's ACTUAL thoughts and emotions. The failure to make that crucial distinction leads to the 

instruction “DON'T THINK “that leads to scenes, written pieces etc. without THOUGHT.  

YOU (and ME), in our most consciously authentic versions, aware of and expressing our truest 

and deepest thoughts and emotions through exquisitely detailed word and deed are the great gifts 

to ourselves that we are called to re-gift to the world.  
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I have noticed an emergence of the word "I" in MY recent writing. It initially concerned me. 

Who would care? I came to three conclusions. It is liberating, joyful and empowering to write 

about oneself. Our thoughts and emotions even when, as they often are, other-directed are still 

OUR thoughts and emotions. Jesus (divinity, mythic figure, literary character or historical figure, 

take your pick) said a lot about other people and did a lot for them always with the awareness 

that HE was the Son of God. Everything we say and do is about US. We are the most specific 

element in all that we create. If I write about improvisation, for example with optimism and 

frustration I am ultimately writing about what I want from improvisation for myself and other 

people. I count. I am in the frame of the scene AND the point of view of the scene..  

Secondly, to effectively write about oneself I have to do so with contemplative depth leading to 

the exquisite detail I mentioned above. Diary, journal writing and the initial exploratory 

moments of improvisational acting are processes that lead to this detail. It is important for me to 

recognize the difference between that process and the resulting deep writing as an aspect of MY 

PERSONAL craft.  

If I (notice my shifts from WE to I) share myself with artfully communicated truth, I avail myself 

of the opportunity to truly connect with fellow artists on page or stage and audience. This leads 

me to my third conclusion and the relevance of the Campbell quote above. I don't write or act or 

teach or direct to please ANY particular audience. I tell my workshops to "let YOUR audience 

find you." We are not meant to connect with everybody. What I (we) sacrifice in shallow 

popularity I (we) gain in REAL ENGAGEMENT with an equally PRESENT other. If one is  

abnegating oneself, pretending, performing, or persuading such engagement is impossible 

because one is not really there.  

Campbell and Carl Jung before him married Eastern and Western spiritual traditions. The East 

connects us to the ALL. The West is a tradition that connects us to our individual destinies. The 

East gives a sense of participation in all of creation. The West gives us focus. We are limited in 

our existence. We can only love a finite number of people, places and things in our finite lives 

AND we can see the limitless universe in our necessarily limited view.  

If I can straddle time and narrow location and eternity and the vastness of all that is in the same 

creative observation and insight in my writing, teaching and directing, I've had a good day.  

Ego is not egotism.  

My Way  

I identify with Frank Sinatra. He mostly didn’t adapt to the media landscape. He changed it. He 

revolutionized crooning in the 1950’s. No one sang like he did. He was an indifferent actor. I 

think the process of making movies bored him. He was capable of performing a great movie 

scene, but not consistently. He wasn’t a master of dramatic structure in a scripted context. He 

was a master of spontaneity who understood the structure of the mid-century ballad like no else 

before or since and therefore could confidently jazz it up and turn it into something new. Late in 

his career he tried to be hip and he wasn’t good at it. He looked silly in a Nehru jacket. He came 
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back in a tux with My Way and New York, New York, stopped acting and did what he did 

best—sing—in that way that resembled no other singer (except imitators) young or old. Young 

and old came to hear him because he had the balls to live his life from the inside out and to the 

full and had a personal and unique mode of expression—an authentic and sincere voice that 

made an audience think and feel.  

I identify with Frank Sinatra. Sinatra is very much ingrained in me, for better and worse. I am far 

from being like him in a million external ways but his way—the way he approached life and 

made art resonates with me. Pete Hamill wrote about him. “In the end, he was an artist and that is 

all that matters.” No one sang about love, loneliness, independence, joy, generosity and optimism 

better than Sinatra.  

I identify with Frank Sinatra. Hearing his songs in my Italian-American father’s car and the 

roadside spaghetti houses of heavily Italian-American Rochester, New York really helped shape 

me. Italians are famously emotional and theatrical. They are fiercely independent and often great 

at what they do. Being a master artisan is a big deal to an Italian. Italians are philosophical and 

expressive. They can be crude, ignorant and bullying but they are also forgiving of themselves 

and others. Italians are generous and embrace life more than worry about aging and death. I also 

grew up with many Irish-Catholic friends. They had a tendency to be a little more guilty about 

their love of life and compensated a bit by being sentimental and morbid. The Italians I knew 

were less reflective. Italians are singers and actors by nature and the Irish are writers. Italian- 

Americanism is a real cultural perspective, quite different from our European Italian ancestors’ 

point of view and much broader an experience than what is portrayed on The Sopranos. 

(Although there is no denying that the darkness of the mob and that the admiration by many of 

the bullying sadism of that mentality is part of “our thing” even for the majority of us that never 

had anything to do with the Mafia.) Sinatra is the Italian-American icon. The life that he used as 

the source of the material for his performances WAS the story of the emotional life of Italian- 

Americans in the mid and late 20th century. Of course, non-Italians responded too—because he 

was a great popular artist who knew the universal in his specific experience.  

I identify with Frank Sinatra. Even when I write I am singing and acting. We each create from 

deep, personal experience—a lot of it earned from failure, wrong turns, heartache and 

mistakes...some it from triumph...all of it from wonder...a constant urge to figure it out...a 

reverence for the mystery of life and a desire to know life as much of we can. We lead people to 

consider our ways of thought and feeling that they can take or leave. We use our experience to 

challenge and encourage and free audiences to react and respond—in other words have their own 

new experience and understand their current experience while encountering ours.  

We want to live our way because it is the only way that feels true. We are quite fierce about it. 

The worst thing would be to be a coward, a liar and a half-ass. That’s the personal part that 

drives us Italian singers.  

To say the things he truly feels and not the words of one who kneels... Ring a ding ding.  

Cynical Voices  
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I watched 15 minutes of Two and a Half Men last night. It was a syndicated rerun (with Charlie 

Sheen) after the early evening news. I have always disliked Two and a Half Men and never 

understood its popularity. This was not a particularly informed opinion since I had never seen the 

show. I based my view on my emotional revulsion at the promos for the show that I would see 

while watching something else.  

Now I have seen it. I still think the show is dreck, but I have a little more understanding of its 

popularity. It seems it is a contemporary version of a classic American comedic form—the 

middle class sex farce. The middle class sex farce features a middle class man who is average in 

many ways. He has all the money he needs without working. He also has exposure to an 

improbable number of pretty middle class women who are interested in, or potentially interested 

in, making love to him. The form is decidedly unromantic. Love and connection are devalued on 

Two and a Half Men. Sexual pleasure and a life of worry-free leisure and material comfort are 

valued highly. Two and a Half Men is a hit because it is an escape from economic and 

psychological depression. It is created to watch in an airport lounge near the end of an 

exhausting business trip when you haven’t had a date in a year or with a half-gallon of ice cream 

when your weight is up twenty pounds and the unemployment checks are running out.  

The show is very brightly lit. The set and costumes are brightly colored. The women on the show 

are very pretty but not so glamorous that the male viewer can’t fantasize that they are attainable 

or the female viewer can’t see them as reasonable objects for self-identification. The women 

characters sometimes pay lip service to commitment and marriage. This serves two purposes. It 

provides a little comedic tension and it lets middle-class women enjoy the show because they 

feel it has some understanding of their deeper desires of love and marriage.  

Two and a Half Men most reminds me of American middle class sex farce movies from the mid- 

1960’s —Good Neighbor, Sam, The Guide to the Married Man, and Under the Yum Yum Tree 

come to mind. Two of these movies starred Jack Lemmon, Walter Matthau and Robert Morse 

took the lead in Married Man. Two and a Half Men has all of the elements the sixties farces— 

average guy, with time and money and access to sex with beautiful women, but also adds new 

elements. The sex is spoken about more directly. There is no attempt to make Charlie Sheen’s 

character a nice guy. Jack Lemmon’s characters were always nice if flawed in these stories. 

Lemmon was even a little naïve about his opportunities. The sixties farces were disingenuous 

because they gave the audience the fantasy of sexual freedom with a variety of partners while 

offering an inorganic moral-of-the-story lauding marriage, fidelity and hard work.  

Two and a Half Men knows that a big portion of the population (in the younger demographic that 

network TV prizes) now views the American Dream of Lemmons’ old movies as a straight 

jacket. Most of whoever is left is frustrated in finding the good job and meaningful relationship 

which was much more doable for more people in America in the 1960’s.  

The creators of Two and a Half Men have made a cynical story and a very successful business 

model. The famous lowest common denominator of TV is no longer a reference to a low brow 

lack of intellectualism. It is now a reference to an intellectually-based but lazy nihilism that 

dismisses the possibility of finding meaning in life while trumpeting the appeal of base 

pleasurable sensations. Everyone wants to live in a big comfortable house and get laid a lot.  
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Urkel Is Death * That Suicide Thing about Jaleel White Is A Hoax, But 

Urkel Is Death Anyway  

A long time ago I had this terrible job selling maintenance agreements for Sears’ lawnmowers. It 

was in this awful pre-fab building in this awful pre-fab office park. I was paid $6 an hour. I was 

naturally angry and depressed in my circumstance as any Homo Sapien would be. My co- 

workers and I were herded into this narrow windowless room with vending machines for our 

required break. The timing of this recreation period always coincided with the showing of 

Family Matters featuring Jaleel White as Urkel on the huge TV that hung from steel cables in the 

corner of the room.  

I hated and hate Urkel. (I have nothing against Jaleel White who just had a shitty job like mine 

except his pay was better. And now I have learned while looking for a photo for this post that 

Jaleel White committed suicide in 2007 at the age of 29. Makes sad and perfect sense to me. He 

was an avatar of depression. His job turned out to be much worse than my job at Sears. He was 

given his greatest financial success for doing something worthless—something far from actual 

life. My job was of so little value and transient that it was almost impossible to get stuck in it. 

Jaleel’s job taught him that life had no meaning. And it doesn’t. We must bring meaning to it. 

The character of Urkel is the void...the end of matter...pure negation. Urkel is death without hope 

of redemption. Urkel is a narcotic...the sleepy Sears break room looked like a crack house as me 

and my glassy eyed co-workers sullenly looked at the screen. Who knew that the pusher was 

overdosing on boredom and frustration too...ceding every waking moment to a commercial 

machine that told him when to jump and how high and would discard him when the show was 

over.  

Now my wife tells me that she has found out that the report of Jaleel White’s suicide was a hoax. 

He’s an active actor and writer, the voice of Sonic the Hedgehog and worth $10 million. Good 

for him but my metaphoric point still stands. Don’t stop me now, I am on a roll. It’s not my fault 

that Jaleel White is not as sensitive as I am.)  

I hated and hate Urkel’s cartoonish nerd voice. I hated and hate his Godspell reject suspenders 

and circus colors. I hated and hate the roars of stupid laughter from the laugh track and/or audio- 

enhanced studio audience. I hated and hate the bullshit—bullshit too lame to even be a lie. I 

hated and hate all the hours that I spent in my life watching nothing—blankly staring at a screen 

of rapidly flashing images accompanied by a soundtrack of discordant noise. Always too 

bright...always too loud... What was intended by its producers to be escapism for me was a 

depression enhancer.  

I grew to hate and still hate it when people say: I don’t go to the movies for a message; I go to be 

entertained. Thanks, asshole. You’re the reason that we get so many stupid, stultifying, soul 

crushing movies.  

A little later I was working a job not much better than the one at Sears. I was alone a lot at the 

time and I went to a Martin Scorsese documentary in which he discussed the work of older 

directors who influenced him. I remember him talking about a Fellini film entitled I Vitelloni. 

Scorsese introduced the work with such passion. It was about young Italian men who were lay- 
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abouts and womanizers and supported by their mothers. The whole show was great. Scorsese’s 

documentary and Fellini’s movie were the opposite of escapism. You might have thought earlier 

that a movie about aimlessness might be depressing for a young man with a wage slave job alone 

in a movie theater. The opposite was true.  

Scorsese and Fellini gave me a little life. They held up a mirror to my existence. They gave me 

the opposite of a phony attempt at escape—real engagement. I was unstuck for a moment. The 

moments grew with time. I saw that I could go deeper. I could think. I could be turned on by 

something. I wasn’t stuck with Sears and Urkel.  

Sometimes even now the TV drones on in the background. And the chicken shit of daily life and 

work drones on. But I can go to the theater within and see Martin Scorsese, Federico Fellini and 

their friends.  

And in those moments I sometimes think, like I did tonight, Fuck you, Urkel. I’m alive. I’m not 

bored. I’m not chained to a vending machine forced to look at you and work for Sears. I beat 

you, you son of a bitch.  

No one has wasted my time for many years. 

 

You got poor Jaleel White (alright it was a hoax!), but you didn’t get me. Forget you, Urkel. I 

won.  

The Difference Between Art and Entertainment  

It is important for an artist to be able to discern the difference between art and entertainment. Our 

authentic natures and required tasks always require the artist’s voice, and only occasionally call 

for the entertainer’s diversion. Being human is much more than a performance.  

Artists and entertainers both love gaining money and popularity as a result of their work. The 

difference is an artist will make no choices in his work with an eye to achieving those objectives. 

An entertainer has those objectives color all of his creative decisions. An artist happily accepts 

the audience’s admiration, if he can get it, but when given the choice between popularity and 

authenticity an artist will choose authenticity every time. An entertainer wants to manipulate the 

audience into thinking it loves him so that he can be rich and successful. Art is a life’s work. 

Entertainment is a job. Entertainment is close kin to marketing and politics. Art is close kin to 

education. Art is much harder to achieve than entertainment. Entertainment is about what 

“works.” Art is about what’s true.  

It is important to be aware of whether your project is an art or entertainment project.  

Entertainers look for audiences and strategize as to how to expand those audiences to ever 

greater numbers. Artists are found by their audiences. Artists are popular when their personal  
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vision matches the zeitgeist of a particular moment. Entertainers are popular when they have 

insight into the zeitgeist of a particular moment and exploit it for their own gain.  

Entertainers place messages in their work that are calculated to reflect the values of a majority or 

significantly-sized minority of a particular demographic group (or groups). This has become a 

very data-driven affair. Cecily Strong was removed as an anchor of the Saturday Night Live 

Weekend Update desk because she didn’t test well with focus groups. When I was an actor at 

Second City in the 1980’s, a time when that theater was very much a mom-and-pop operation, 

two graduates of the Wharton School of Business chatted with me after a show. They were 

interested in the entertainment business and told me they wanted to research the “optimum 

laugh.” Their vision of comedy was a very sophisticated mathematical formula designed to get a 

profitable result. By the way, I am not bemoaning this or calling it evil. It is what it is. 

Entertainment sells a product of distraction and pleasurable feeling. It is okay as a restful escape 

after a hard day of work or a soothing break from loneliness. It is only dangerous when it gets 

confused with reality and truth—which happens often unfortunately. In too big doses, at the 

wrong places and times, with vulnerable people, it can become toxic waste on the stream of 

consciousness. Art has nothing to do with all of this. It is like science. Its entire aim is to 

accurately define reality. The accurate teachings of art can help guide persons and communities 

in their practical decision making, just as scientific discovery does.  

Artists struggle to speak their personal truth which they have earned through their personal 

experience. Since artists tell the truth, they naturally confront the audience without conscious 

intention. Art throws people off balance because it tells people things that they don’t know. 

Entertainment is about kissing ass to sell images, products and lifestyles. Entertainment tells 

people what they want to believe so that the entertainer can make money. Entertainment can be 

done responsibly. It can appeal to what is best in what an audience already knows. Second City 

recently banned gun play from its scenes after school shootings. That is ethical business.  

Everything in entertainment is derivative of art. Since art is an expression of universal truths told 

from individual perspectives it naturally leads to new and innovative forms and styles of 

expression. Entertainers see the emotional and existential impact on audiences of the new styles 

and steal them to achieve their own business objectives. For this reason, the best training for 

young entertainers is training in an art. If they can create a work of art, they can easily meet any 

challenge that show business puts before them.  

In entertainment authority lies with who is most famous and makes the most money. In art 

authority lies with the truth. Entertainers seek personal success. Artists seek first personal 

achievement and then the highest possible consciousness of truth for the artists and their 

audiences.  

Entertainment celebrates and congratulates. Art transforms.  

Great entertainers have extraordinary business acumen. Great artists may or may not have that 

quality, but they always have extraordinary moral integrity in their work.  
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An entertainer can be a wonderful human being and an artist can be a jerk. Many artists put so 

much energy into their work that they can’t find the energy to extend their insights into their  

lives. Many entertainers collect and/or appreciate art and apply its teachings to their lives. (The 

artist is never the teacher. His art teaches and he learns along with his audience. An artist can 

ignore his own lesson as well as his audience can.)  

A person can be an artist and an entertainer. Richard Pryor’s stand-up was art and most of his 

film work was entertainment. Art and entertainment are closely related and separated most by 

their intentions. The accompanying photo is from a work of art about entertainment—Laurence 

Olivier in John Osborne’s The Entertainer. Olivier often gave art and entertainment in the same 

performance.  

On an art to entertainment continuum, Miles Davis playing with his back to the audience would 

be purely on the art side and Jay Leno mocking whoever was being humiliated in the news on a 

particular day—fairly or not—in his monologue would be purely on the entertainment side.  

A Trump in the Crowd  

9/22/16  

Les Moonves, head of CBS, said in 2015 that Trump’s ascendancy might not be good for 

America but it is great for CBS. Moonves said that people needed 60 Minutes, Colbert (and NFL 

Football — which they have manipulated so much as a brand that they’ve bled the life and 

interest out of it) every day.  

The possibility of someone like Trump coming to power became real as far back as 1958 when 

CBS Chairman Bill Paley moved Edward R. Murrow’s masterpiece news series See it Now out 

of prime time to Sunday afternoons. Hard news had to be removed from the center ring to make 

room for fluff. And Murrow had offended too many powerful people when he took down the 

malicious Senator Joseph McCarthy (who was advised by Trump mentor, Roy Cohn. This isn’t a 

coincidence. It’s a tradition.) Paley had a similar, if not as stark line as Moonves — the 

scheduling switch was not as good for America as prime-time Murrow, but it was great for 

business and still socially responsible. See it Now would have a smaller audience but would 

retain its voice at CBS, and would also retain its great democratic influence. Eventually (in a 

matter of months) See it Now was cancelled in the new time slot as well. The network — and 

Murrow for different reasons — tired of the practice of giving equal time to every charlatan and 

bully See it Now exposed with its investigative journalism. Even more importantly to CBS, 

Sunday afternoon turned into a network profit center like every other moment of our collective 

lives. The public airwaves of commercial networks rarely, if ever, broadcast anything motivated 

purely by the public interest anymore and haven’t for a long time. Moonves doesn’t even have to 

try, as Paley did, to seem responsible to please his shareholders or the public that falls asleep in 

front of his shows while searching for distraction — usually in vain. Of course it’s all about the 

money. What else is there?  
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Elia Kazan and Budd Schulberg prophetically saw a Trumpish phenomenon on the horizon in 

1957 in their great film A Face in the Crowd. A charismatic drifter, Lonesome Rhodes (played 

by Andy Griffith — great, and a far cry from Matlock) is discovered by TV exec, Patricia Neal. 

She sees his talent as an engaging personality and eventually more powerful executives give 

Rhodes his own shows on TV.  

The same dynamic that gave us benign and wonderful things like the work of Carol Burnett also 

has a dark and ominous side. Politicians see Rhodes’ potential to sell more than soap. The 

networks give Rhodes a phony corporate imprimatur to talk politics and “values.” (And that is 

also the dark side of democracy. We all can speak up but we all can’t distinguish the serious and 

the sincere from manipulation. Civic discourse becomes marketing. Citizenship becomes 

viewership. He who has the most money and the biggest microphone wins. Jefferson said 

democracy won’t work with an uneducated populace. Our democracy isn’t working.)  

The drifter/con man gets drunk with his new and phony power. Turns out like most criminal 

lowlifes (the movie introduces Rhodes in a small town jail on a vagrancy charge charming the 

other inmates singing clever songs and playing a guitar) Rhodes is a fascist.  

Rhodes gets drunk on the power of being able to manipulate uneducated people to think, do and 

say whatever he wants. I saw an article recently that debated whether Trump was a fascist or just 

a con artist. He is both. All fascists are con artists. They are grifters that don’t want to work. 

They don’t want to put in the serious study and thought that is required to really create, and to 

solve problems. It is so much easier and emotionally satisfying for fascist bums to kill and 

destroy everyone and everything they don’t like.  

Corporate TV has always been home to con men — from the sharpies of the 50’s Quiz Show 

Scandals to the shouting infomercials in the middle of our contemporary nights, bullshit artistry 

has dominated what we watch and listen to.  

TV discovered Trump’s crude charisma in the 1980s when he was blowing a fraction of the 

money his father made building up properties in Queens on things like the USFL; and making 

some of it back building his own brand.  

As early as 1988, network news divisions started asking Trump questions about government and 

culture as if he had ever demonstrated that he knew anything about either.  

Lonesome Rhodes went down when his comments on an open microphone revealed to his rube 

followers that he was playing them for fools. Maybe something like that will take down Trump. 

His fascism doesn’t seem to bother his legions of dummies at all.  

And what do we do with the shows presented to us by the Moonves of the world that are offered 

with crocodile tears — bad for America but good for business? Turn them off?  

Letter to a Young Lawyer Who Loves the Theater  
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Very nice meeting you, my mind is wandering in the waiting room...lightly landing on whatever 

drifts by...  

Danny Collins, a new movie starring Al Pacino may be good, but it sounds like a gimmicky 

concept more designed to impress studio executives than move audiences. John Lennon sends a 

letter of encouragement to a rock and roll musician. Lennon tells him to stay pure and true to his 

great talent. The musician doesn’t receive the letter for forty years. He goes on to a highly 

cynical and commercial career and a life of drugs and debauchery. Then he sees the letter. He 

tries to make artistic and personal amends. If I would’ve written the story I would have just had 

the musician lose his integrity and then try to retrieve it later in life. There would be no letters 

from John Lennon, even if such a lost letter was “inspired by a true story.”  

I like my movies quiet and realistic and my theater bold and expressionistic.  

I don’t think that you have to be a member of Actor’s Equity or the Screen Actor’s Guild to call 

yourself an actor. Billie Whitelaw quit acting. She didn’t like the job in general. She disliked the 

parts she was offered. She disliked the harshness of the business. Then she hooked up with a 

playwright and worked with him exclusively—Samuel Beckett.  

You can make theater like a painter makes portraits and landscapes. You can support yourself by 

working with your Equity and SAG card or by teaching or by practicing law or by doing all 

three. You can live without being frustrated and dictated to by the powers that be in “the 

business.”  

If you ask yourself “what should I do” you will always be anxious and up against your decision. 

If you commit to doing what you want to do every day—even and especially when it doesn’t 

make sense to other people—you will have a life and a career and you won’t be able to 

distinguish between the two.  

When you think about what you want to do, don’t censor such thoughts as “I want to have 

money” and “I want to marry a smart person.”  

Business people, academics and doctors are generally more creative than lawyers. They 

understand that work can accomplish more objectives than the obvious one of providing money 

and security. Their fields of endeavor involve creating new things and problem solving. Many 

lawyers are born creative types but they are blocked. Their necessary work is rooted in conflict; 

their means of assessing success is overly concerned with billable hours. The general culture of 

the practice of law is very conservative. Lawyers fear change. Most of them are unhappy in their 

work. The business model of how lawyers make money is in great flux. They are highly 

unpopular as a group with the public. Law schools are struggling to attempt to figure out ways to 

be relevant. Fewer young people want to be lawyers. Court funding is being curtailed by 

legislatures. The leadership of the profession pays lip service to change but responds glacially. It 

sees creativity as a weakness, like a general laughing at a poet. I am confident that a radical new 

leadership will emerge in the law to protect the profession which is so important to the 

preservation of our democracy.  
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Many lawyers are one-trick ponies. They only know how to fight. Conflict is not the only 

effective means of advocacy and often it is counter-productive.  

Lawyers who are primarily concerned with making money are a threat to the profession. If they 

are not motivated to further justice and the general well-being, and serve their clients they turn 

the public against the judicial system.  

It is not surprising that preoccupation with money is threat to freedom. It certainly is with 

individuals. Worry about money is the number one reason why people don’t do what they want 

to do. Of course, the greed of the 1% is destroying American democracy. And as I mentioned 

above the profession of the law is being severely weakened with its preoccupation of itself as a 

“good job” (doing it for the money) instead of prioritizing professionalism, service to society and 

the role of attorneys in our democracy. Ironically, this wrong emphasis has made the practice of 

law less of a “good job” than it used to be—including in terms of earnings. There is a well- 

positioned old guard that does quite well based on the momentum they gathered in more 

prosperous times, but later generations are scrambling.  

Work is best when it pays the rent, serves other people and feeds the soul. Day jobs are best 

when they are stepping stones to real work. It is possible to make money, serve your values and 

enjoy yourself...three birds with one stone.  

Art is best when it is independent and free.  

If you work in a place where you are subjected to serial acts of disrespect—get out of Dodge.  

You can practice law and be a serious artist—not a mere hobbyist. William Carlos Williams was 

a fine doctor and great poet. Wallace Stevens was an insurance executive and another fine poet. 

Tolstoy worked in the fields and wrote his novels. There is a type of artist that needs to be a full 

participant in the “real world,” who needs life events in order to have material for their creation.  

Be kind to yourself. Observe yourself as you do the rest of the world. Be patient. Don’t expect 

answers to all of your questions and doubts. As Rilke wrote, “Live the questions.”  

Don’t see me or any other mentor as an authority. We are only here to witness our own stories 

and say what we think. If I have anything to offer you it is my attitude which you are free to 

accept or reject. That very decision will give you some direction.  

Keep in touch if you wish and good luck!  

The Creative Hierarchy  

5. Therapeutic 4. Hobbyist 

3. Professional 2. Amateur  

1. Artist  
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5. The least evolved creative type is the therapeutic creator. “Art therapy” is art for one. It is very 

important and useful but it is only intended for the person who creates it. It happens in 

counseling sessions, psychiatric ward craft rooms and often diaries and journals. It is a way that 

an individual can make at least partial sense of his or her life.  

4. The next lowest creative type is the hobbyist. The hobbyist goes to poetry slams where it is 

announced that everyone can write poetry or may be a lawyer who plays in a garage band for a 

stress release. The hobbyist isn’t seriously interested in creativity as much as the social and 

relaxation benefits that can be derived by playing around with some creative form. Audiences for 

“hobby art” are more like fellow partygoers and not truly engaged with the hobbyist’s “work.”  

3. The next lowest degree of creative type is the professional also called an entertainer or 

commercial artist. Professionals are usually very talented but work with a pressure to make 

money since they have made their creative talent their primary source of livelihood. This forces 

them to make popularity their highest value instead of truth. Since their success is measured in 

dollars derived from applause they can never find their authentic voice unless that is what is 

selling in their particular moment.  

2. The next to highest creative type is the amateur. The amateur passionately creates and is free 

of material necessity to earn a living from his creation. An amateur can be highly talented. An 

amateur has the time to devote to developing the skill necessary to execute his form and express 

the fullness of his insight in his particular way. An accomplished amateur has the capacity and 

the freedom to explore truth.  

1. The artist is highest creative type. He has everything that the amateur has and does his work at 

such a high level that people will purchase his work exactly on his terms (either in his lifetime or 

the future). He never compromises his vision for commercial reasons as the professional does. 

The artist, unlike the hobbyist, can also work a job—often that job is teaching a lower grade 

version of his art—-and still create his honest insights with great skill, craft and dedication. The 

artist is valued by society for his personal vision. He leads society rather than pander to its biases 

as the professional does. Professionals always copy artists because artists freely innovate.  

The work of the artist and amateur is kin to education. The work of the professional is kin to 

sales and marketing.  

Each creative type works with other types on the same level. I’m an artist.  

When You Improvise with an Eye Toward the Approval or Disapproval 

of an Audience, The Results Can be Counter-Productive and Even 

Destructive in Some Cases  

I heard on TV that Donald Trump says on the first page of his book, The Art of the Deal, (I heard 

this on TV; I would never read that crap — it might be more appropriately titled The Craft of the 

Con Artist), that he never plans anything. His whole life and career is an improvisation.  
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Artistic Improvisation is a great way to discover who you are, what you feel and what you think. 

If you’re a bad improviser, such as Trump, it is a way to discover what your immediate audience 

is, thinks and feels. The audience is basically your controlling partner. You please them and 

descend into a state of confusion regarding your own core. Trump is losing this election because 

his bitter, ignorant and uneducated audiences are his top advisers. He says ugly, violent, 

outrageous, unconstitutional... etc...things and they cheer. The general voting population is 

repulsed. It is a spiritually self-defeating strategy — Trump has no sense of who he is and is 

howlingly insecure, a truly lost soul. It is also practically self-defeating because it destroys his 

chance to win the election, improve his brand or even maintain the general perception that he is a 

“winne r. ”  

Bad comic improvisers do this too. They are sensitive to audience reactions and then pander to 

get the laugh. They never develop a style or identity. They wander as hacks just going from bad 

joke to another with an occasional funny bit that “lands.”  

Even good artistic improvisation has its limits. The two improvisers of the duo T. J. and Dave are 

among the best theatrical improvisers working today. When I saw one of their shows I was 

treated to some wonderful acting, particularly from T.J. that night. I did not see much theatrical 

content however. There was no theme or content in the piece. The improvised situation took 

place in a work shed in a graveyard — yet nothing onstage led me to reflect on mortality or 

existence or labor or an after-life or ... something ... I know these guys a little and I know they 

are quite bright and have some personal depth. Yet, improvisation alone has trouble accessing 

that depth. I saw the show with an audience of young student-improvisers at the iO Theater. T. 

J.and Dave don’t pander to their audiences. They lead them. But an unconscious influence of an 

audience that had very little knowledge or experience (through no fault of their own — they were 

very young) led them to do a scene about two funny characters getting high in a shed — tired 

ground trod over for the thousandth time. I saw great acting in the service of little or no 

substance.  

Mike Nichols or Elaine May, or one of the other members of the founding generation of 

theatrical improvisation at the Compass Players that we are sometimes pressured to revere to the 

point of not moving the art forward, famously said, “A scene should have a who, what, a where 

and a comment.” Interestingly, the Compass Players planned scenes. They had a structure and a  

goal because they were engaged in the pursuit of a concrete goal — a completed theatrical piece 

that was about something. They revolutionized comedy because they brought sophistication and 

intelligence to a field that was previously dominated by spit takes and pratfalls — not because 

they improvised.  

The Compass Players found themselves through improvising and then basically wrote or talked 

through a plan for concrete action that moved their discoveries to expression in a concrete 

medium — theater.  

Writers sit down and write what occurs to them in an uncensored way and then go back and re- 

write — shape and structure — their writing until they achieve a final draft.  
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Traditional jazz musicians use an actual composition (i.e. My Funny Valentine) as a structured 

form from which to riff off and improvise. (Conversely of course the best classical musicians and 

actors follow the score or script religiously but allow spontaneous feeling to color their 

interpretations of the agreed upon and required structure.)  

When I create something, or lead something, or teach something I follow four steps: Improvise 

— get in touch with the voice of the participants on the matter  

Explore, research and reflect — look at the broader world unlike the repulsive Trump or the 

gifted T.J. and Dave.  

Structure, plan or write a concrete action connecting your identity made conscious through 

improvisation to the world in a meaningful way  

Execute the plan with a spontaneity, adaptability and flexibility 

Improvisation is good and deservedly popular. But it is not the whole story on creativity.  

Growing Pains (Everyone Else) (Resilience)  

There is no evolution without breaking and tearing. No pain no gain.  

You have no choice of family. Your parents, siblings and ancestors are pre-ordained. They all 

understand what is going on with you on a biochemical and genetic level. Whether or not they 

get the fine points of your life and work and love doesn’t matter. They know the family music. 

They may or may not know the words.  

If you feel pain when family members don’t like it when you change, that pain is of your own 

making. You are still a child if the intellectual approval of family matters to you. Any argument 

they have with you they have within themselves. You don’t inherit their minds. You inherit their 

guts. They feel what you are feeling. You share the same wiring. Your familial job is to love 

them and not recoil in defensiveness. Don’t argue back. Be certain. Be confident. Be kind. Your 

empathy for shouldn’t be hard. It is in your DNA. You can’t lose family. They are with you 

always...even when they are estranged or dead.  

If you are smart and lucky, your spouse is a soul mate with whom you run the discovery river 

through all of its unexpected material and spiritual developments. You are never again the person 

that you were on your wedding day, but your darling bought into your inevitable present and 

future changes with open eyes. And you bought into hers. For richer or poorer, in sickness and in 

health, through emerging and receding desires and ambitions, after life realizations and related 

adjustments, in widening and contracting social circles, as political, social, religious, ethical and 

existential attitudes and affiliations dissipate, become more nuanced or calcify, and for every 

other change of mind, body, spirit and social role ‘til death do you part.  

Your friends don’t judge you. They listen to you as you make decisions based on some inner pull 

often away from what you thought was important in the past. They like you and treat you with 

hospitality. You do the same for them. Your friends want to see you fulfill your character and 



 28 

live out your destiny. They don’t care in what way or how you change. They breathe alongside 

you. Friendship is the place where you can be yourself, year after year, incarnation after inc a r 

na t io n.  

Your evolutionary pain does not come from your family, spouse and friends. It comes from your 

relationship with everyone else.  

Everyone else has a use for you...different agendas...to be less than you are to make them 

greater...or to be their hero, a proxy for their unexplored freedom...or to gain a success in a field 

that interests them so that they can be inspired...or to think like them so that they can be 

validated...or to approve of their mediocrity—call their lazy, timid work “brilliant”...or to drink 

fear with them like a couple of alcoholics...to live with them as inhabitants of a immovable world 

of which you are just another frozen piece...not someone to deal with or think about...a 

reassuring positive or negative that can always be relied on...to be a warm body when they are in 

a panic and lonely...to maintain their maximum security prison cell...to affirm a rigid and 

unassailable view of existence that serves as an irrational false bulwark against death... and to 

bear their angry mob when your love of life betrays their fear...Lunatic! Criminal! 

Insurrectionist! Cynic! Anarchist! They scream...Punish him! Expel him! Don’t let him get 

away! Teach him to follow our rules!  

You leave with your life in tow, stunned. What happened? You discovered something and they 

hated you for it. You used to travel together. Now you must go alone.  

The pain is simply explained. It feels like lost love, but it is not. There are spouse, friends and 

family—those who love you—and then there is everyone else. You have grown and lost those 

who don’t love you. It hurts. Until you realize that you have lost nothing.  

You start standing more erect again. You walk with your shoulders back. You let go of old 

everyone else. You fearlessly stand alone, but just for a moment. New everyone else emerges. 

They were always there but you didn’t see them...people who are less interested in success and 

more interested in achievement...less concerned with validation and more concerned with 

truth...more secure...accepting of you and what you do...more committed to service...aware  

and accepting of death...infused with vibrant life...dedicated to learning and change...and 
fellow believers in evolution.  

In what we are is the seed of what we’ll be. Consciousness deepens and boundaries disappear. 

Old everyone else can’t hold you back. Your exile was brief; your new world more glorious than 

the old. Life finds a way.  

You would welcome old everyone else back anytime, if they are up for the trip, but you have 

moved on. New everyone else is joining your family, friends and spouse. Everyone’s love is 

welcome.  

It’s a big world and a lot of folks walk upright.  
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Big Life  

“You have to build a following,” she said. “I would advise you to build a big following for your 

blog and then maybe you can convince someone to produce you on a stage but its very hard.”  

“We produce one thing every once in a while that is really good. Then we bring out our cash 

cow— a shit show that everyone loves to pay for it. We have a payroll of 400 people to support.”  

I thought of the Stanley Tucci movie—one of the ones he directed—Big Night. It is about two 

Italian brothers from Abruzzi (my mother was born there) who open a restaurant. One brother, 

Primo, the chef, is an artist. The other brother, Secundo, is a businessman who is worried about 

being popular and receiving the financial benefits of drawing a crowd. Primo is compelled to 

create Italian meals that are authentic and “un-Americanized” and far beyond New Jersey 

customers’ tastes. The brothers personify an obvious and common conflict between the need to 

make a living (or let’s face it, in most cases it is the desire to be financially successful...not really 

a matter of survival) and the desire to create authentic and pure expressions of reality. (In other 

words, the truth. Truth is beauty and beauty truth. Something is aesthetically pleasing when it is 

made with clear-eyed honesty.) The businessman knows the value of a dollar. The artist senses 

that anything other than his genuine thought and feeling is a lie. Primo gets his way and cooks an 

exquisite meal one important evening for a newspaper reviewer and invited guests. (She liked to 

talk about her “big fat opinions.” Her “big, fat opinions” are the source of her at- this-moment 

blocked art—her expressions emanating from her true experience with the world— which she 

withholds from us in the name of “financial reality”—the biggest artist block of them all.) As a 

result of other plot complications, the restaurant fails. The art of that one meal, of course, 

brilliantly succeeded, even if it went unrecognized and couldn’t be sustained. Primo could be 

sustained and he lived to cook again as did Secundo in his own way. The brothers refuse to work 

for someone else and end the film with Primo’s arm on Secundo’s shoulder as they eat omelets 

that Secundo created.  

I thought of Joseph Campbell’s advice to artists (which I have referred to in other contexts 

elsewhere in this blog). He said, “Get a job teaching a low grade version of your art. That’s your 

job. Your art is your work” Artists have skills that are practically useful to other people. Your 

work, as opposed to your job, explained Campbell is your pure vision and art. He praised the 

musician John Cage who stood alone and pursued a singular vision of his work for years with no 

money or recognition from it and just “knew and knew.”  

I note to myself that is a great strategy. It places no financial pressure on your work. You limit 

your participation in business in a way that does no harm to your soul. You provide a useful 

service, have mainly cordial and friendly relationships at your job, and have the time to make 

your art. She said that talented and committed artists often don’t succeed.  

Sometimes people misunderstand when I approach them to explore opportunities to have my 

work published and produced. Maybe I misunderstood a bit too at one time. I want to be 

published and produced to expand my work (more resources could lead to more developed 

expression) and find interested (emphasis intended) audiences and collaborators. I am not 

interested in branding and self-promotion for their own sake.  
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Ironically, I think there is a market for my work—or anybody’s work that is done with integrity 

backed up by effort and talent. I think pure artistic expression can make money—a lot of it. I’m 

not doing it for the money, but I know that I will get it. We live in a much more sophisticated 

world than it was yesterday and we are entering a new age of art where the dichotomy between 

art and business (making a living or a financial success) is vanishing. For example, Big Night is 

set in the 1950’s; there is a big market today for food prepared by master chefs who create their  

own culinary visions built on the tradition of old world Italian cuisine. I don’t have to 

compromise to be successful.  

She continues, “It takes good ideas, hard work and persistence.” I think to myself it takes good 

ideas and persistence. People who talk about “hard work” are working for someone else.  

I observe that this is a woman of great talent and intelligence and a genuinely kind person who 

knows what is good. She has had the experience of making good theater. And she is currently 

blocked by her need to “build business.” She is a special type—the artist who plays the role of 

entertainer. She is currently possessed by the rare archetypal carnival barker who knows better. 

She was born Primo, but something happened and she has temporarily transformed into Secundo 

on the bad days before he acquiesced on the big night when the perfect meal was served.  

She’ll be back.  

The Best  

It’s a funny thing about life. If you refuse to accept anything but the best you very often get it.  

W. Somerset Maugham  

Our perception of the world is only as good as our consciousness of its possibilities. Most of us 

have had the experience of being rejected by a lover or job or social group and feeling the pain of 

losing “the best thing that ever happened to us” only to realize in time that our object of desire 

wasn’t even very good.  

Conversely, some have had the experience of rejecting a lover, job or social group only to 

discover later the regret of missing out on a great opportunity for excellence of love, life and 

thought.  

We get what we need and deserve. Points of rejection, made by us or done to us are learning 

opportunities. There really are no mistakes. Life is just a big school and we matriculate our way 

to greater understanding. The only things that we ever lose are our illusions.  

Maugham knew what his best from the inside out was. He wanted the externals of his life to 

match the finer qualities of his soul. Apparently he felt that he found it.  

The Elements of a Present Moment  
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1. Who is there? What human beings are present. 

2. What is going on? The action is a deeper consideration than mere activity. 

3. Where is the moment? What physical, emotional or existential place is present. 4. What is 

your comment? Your response to the moment is part of the moment.  

The who, what, where and comment are abstractions used for the purpose of understanding a 

seamless unity. A major breakthrough occurs when one simply is.  

Art Has Its Day in L.A.  

Paula and I had an art filled day in Los Angeles yesterday. We saw the Turner exhibit at the 

Getty Museum and we saw Robert Altman’s masterpiece movie from the mid-70’s Nashville at 

the Aero revival house in Santa Monica.  

L.A. is a city of grandiose intentions betrayed. It sprawls in unfinished disrepair. If a hoarder’s 

house became an urban landscape it would be Los Angeles. One seedy building of past or 

imagined grandeur after another passed by us as we drove the crowded, impatient and uncivil 

streets and boulevards. Every edifice screamed I CAN MAKE A BUCK HERE! I CAN MAKE 

A BUCK HERE! L.A. is a sprawling drunk who believes he is sober. Its attempts at dignity are 

pathetic and comical. I really like it. Oh, the humanity!  

And then there is the Getty. We park our hulking rent-a-car, a mid-size SUV. The fifteen dollars 

is all that we will need to spend for our entire time at the museum. This one’s on J. Paul Getty.  

The Getty is located on a hill top. Visitors take a monorail from a valley to the pavilions. The hill 

is meticulously landscaped. The rail cars are spotless. The large crowd in our car is calm with 

happy and quiet anticipation. Evolved life reigns. Undenied animal natures gratefully 

subordinate themselves to the gods within. Not one shallow or restless breath is exhaled. The air 

and all minds present are clear. A community rises above its avarice and fear. The possible 

happens. A first moment of sobriety.  

Art need not be an escape—the cathedral that you are tossed to from the gritty sand storm battle 

of what is called living. But it is just that because we make it that way. We are all Angelinos. 

Philanthropy is civic-minded “charity” that bequeaths us momentary glimpses of our birthrights. 

Our moments of peace are gifts to us from the men like J. Paul Getty who fouled our air in the 

first place. We have turned essential life into a beggar. Education, health care, art, culture has a 

pledge drive. The idea is that market forces will create wealth and men of profit will build all the 

infrastructure we need to sustain it. Our human needs will be met indirectly once we attain our 

desire for profit. But many stretches of Los Angeles look as worn-out and deteriorated as the 

streets of the newly liberated republics of the former Communist bloc countries of Eastern 

Europe in the late 1980’s. Turner and Nashville know that the denial of life is motivated by 

something less obvious and simplistic than political and economic id eology. Ideologies are 

sideshow distractions from the essential nature of us all—useful tools in our continuing effort to 

avoid real thought.  
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We arrive at the top. Turner on loan from the Tate in London shows us how to be more 

effectively human. We have so much potential. Turner defies classification. Turner makes no 

accommodation for our acceptance or rejection. His paintings show a world with few 

boundaries—where one thing...a man, a whale, a mast of a ship...it doesn’t really matter...one 

thing at a time stands out in defined relief. The voice on the iPod guide quotes Henry David 

Thoreau. It doesn’t matter what you look at; what matters is what you see. Our world is as wise 

and clear and kind and good as we want to make it—our only limitation is the depth of our 

perception.  

Nashville, a satire created in the 1970’s is timeless—with a message for any place and moment. 

Depth perception. The film’s central comment: authoritarianism is chaotic, ironically. The 

despotic promise of order from political leaders brings disorder. The narcissism of self- 

involvement is exploited by those who crave power. Almost no character listens. Almost every 

talks a lot most often when other characters are talking. Almost everyone is either onstage 

looking to be pleased by the audience’s approval or in the audience looking to be pleased by the 

performer’s flattery. The mass cruelly hurts itself in the ignorant pursuit of a non-existent power 

while the cunning manipulates it from a detached vantage point and dictates all its action. The 

mass is unaware of its lack of freedom until after a trauma near the end of the movie when it 

chooses the comfort of a life of denial of reality and a surrender of freedom and even self-interest 

for the delusion of non-existent pleasure and a good time. Nashville is Los Angeles is Chicago is 

America is us. The Getty shows us what real life could be attached to the lie that it can only 

come to us as a gift from the cunning detached voice of real power in Nashville. Turner shows us 

what freedom looks like for ourselves as individuals and by extension our communities. He 

looks where he pleases and really sees. As does Robert Altman and company in Nashville.  

Art is mysticism plus craft. What do you see and what do you make of it? A painting? A movie? 

A monorail? A city? A world?  

Transformation is the Soul of Improvisation  

Exploring and heightening a moment leads to its transformation into the next moment. The 

nature of our lives actually changes by the degrees of how we intensely and emphatically accept 

them. Acceptance of a moment may or may not include agreement with it. We discover who we 

are by honoring our responses.  

Beginner’s Mind  

Improvisation is not about inventing yourself and “making” a new world. Improvisation is a 

journey of constant discovery. Improvisational intelligence is shown in how you deal with what 

you don’t know. Improvisation is an act of humility, openness and courage. An improviser 

perceives the world is round and bravely sails toward the horizon. If she was inaccurate in the 

detail of her perception, she falls off the edge of the earth, reassesses her position and soldiers 

on. Failure is only a negative if we are ashamed of experiencing it. Failure, like love, changes 

everything. A plan is a great thing until it proves itself to be unrealistic. Improvisation is a quest 

for the real, not make-believe. Our worthy imaginings are the seeds of expansions of reality not 

escapes from it.  
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The Relationship between Art and Craft: Terry Gilliam  

Terry Gilliam was an illustrator. When he joined Monty Python’s Flying Circus he became an 

animator. He learned the rudiments of animation and his initial work for Python was simple, 

crude and effective. Gilliam became a film director. His first film was Time Bandits. He 

imagined elaborate special effects. He had a limited budget. So he learned about puppetry and 

primitive mask work created by different cultures and devised new and inexpensive ways to 

create his desired images on film. Now Gilliam was an illustrator, an animator, a sketch 

comedian, a film director, a puppeteer, a maker of masks and a creator of special effects. His 

experience, curiosity and necessity led him to the creation of a new craft that merged all of his 

skills and interests.  

Gilliam always starts with what he wants to say. What he wants to say starts with his personal 

experience— his thoughts and feelings about life. He transforms those responses to the world 

into fantasy—his genre of choice. Gilliam trusts that what is true for him is true for everyone on 

some level. In the process, a new way emerges that is different from personal narrative. Then he 

finds a way to adapt his wild images to a concrete craft. He takes what he knows about craft and 

learns more. His new craft becomes something even more. It becomes tone and style—an 

original way of expressing. Now the way the story is told becomes a means of Gilliam relaying 

his truth to the audience. The line between art and craft is completely obliterated. Craft is 

developed simply by the urgency with which the artist (Gilliam) wants to talk to the audience. 

There is no longer “what works.” There is only does it connect—do viewers think and feel?  

Einstein said that imagination is far more important than knowledge. The raw material of thought 

and feeling is far more important to an artist than rules about craft—rules that are periodically 

destroyed when a passionate artist like Gilliam finds a new way better suited to tell his story. A 

good artist can always find the situationally proper choice of craft in what he already knows and 

what he needs to learn.  

I met Gilliam once many years ago. He struck me as a naïve amateur and I mean that as high 

praise. Gilliam was wide-eyed and ready to learn everything his environment had to say to him. 

He watched us do a set at Second City and he was surprised that we shoehorned scenes we had 

been working on for months to audience suggestions. He had been watching us quite innocently 

trying to figure out how improvisation was done. He seemed confused because he was probably 

calculating how our technique could be applied to his storytelling and our dishonesty meant that 

he had to discard his conclusions. The greatest craftsmen who make art are always novices, 

inhabiting what the Zen Buddhists call beginner’s mind.  

Art teachers of any kind should never tell students how to do it. They should attempt to facilitate 

the students’ discovery of their own thoughts and feelings, their own preferred genres and 

formats and the skills that they are good at and interested in learning so that those students can 

discover their authentic stories and voices.  
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The Difference and Synergy between Acting and Improvisation  

Laurie Metcalf, the fine Steppenwolf ensemble member, was on the WGN Morning News this 

morning. She was in Chicago to receive an award. She gave an interesting interview to the WGN 

reporter. She said that she was uncomfortable in being in the spotlight as herself at the awards 

ceremony. She commented that she preferred a script as a safety net and that her art, acting, was 

an interpretive one.  

Improvising is the opposite experience. Recently, I did some improvising to develop scripted 

material. The process involved improvisation based on a premise, having other ensemble 

members write a script based on the improvisation and then acting—interpreting—the set lines 

of the script. In the improvisational phase, I played a very strong character but was always very 

conscious of being in the spotlight as myself and that an audience was looking at me in that 

spotlight. I was personally and very consciously present. An improviser wears a character as 

lightly as a hat or coat as Paul Sills used to say. When you improvise you are always there.  

In the interpretive acting phase, I disappeared as did the audience (from my perspective). The 

story of the script was the whole thing. There truly was an external (related to the audience) and 

internal (related to myself) fourth wall between the scene and those in the room. I gained insight 

into the script as I read it. It didn’t matter that I had created many of the lines through 

improvisation. The script was now a new thing. I then made choices and gestures to concretize 

the results of my reflection. I wasn’t being myself or expressing myself. I was telling a story. An 

improviser may find a story, but he doesn’t tell it.  

Acting is not about make believe. It is about creating a succession of true moments that reflect 

reality in the service of story. Improvisation is not about undisciplined “winging it.” It is about 

being emphatically present in the moment—fully aware and in action in the now. The formula 

for improvisation: x people in y space at z time = 1. Laurie Metcalf mentioned the great actor 

Meryl Streep who combined “the intellectual and instinctive sides of acting in a perfect union.”  

I believe the interpretive art of acting has a lot to teach improvisers about reflection, deep 

observation, and storytelling. I believe the art of improvisation has a lot to teach actors about 

immediacy and presence.  

I think there is so much to explore about the relationship between improvisation and acting.  

Live the Inappropriate Comment  

Often our professional tasks restrict us from sharing our personal opinions. That does not mean 

that we should repress having them. A perceptive observer could watch a teacher lecture and 

discern who she was going to vote for --- even in a situation where she makes no overt 

statements and an election has no relevance at all to the immediate discussion. Good improvisers 

are opinionated. They keep journals and say what they think about the world to their friends in 

the proper circumstances. When we opine we are freely being ourselves. Our opinions are 

unselfconscious manifestations of who we are and they change as we do.  
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How to Take Effective Political Action: The Power of the Powerless  

My Facebook friends are by and large very good and decent people. They are often outraged by 

the words, actions and policies of people with power over our politics, business and media. They 

are frustrated by an establishment that often seems and is unresponsive to their desires and 

values and what they sense are the desires and values of the majority of their fellow citizens. 

They make great effort to educate themselves about current issues and wrestle with possible 

solutions. They express their opinions and petition those in positions of power. The experience 

often leaves them exhausted and depressed. They sometimes feel they are weak and have no 

control over important aspects of their lives.  

Here are my suggestions of behaviors to adopt when you feel that the government and other 

leading institutions do not speak or act for your individual values or what you know to be the 

collective values of the people of your nation and culture—in other words when you are not 

living in a true democracy.  

1) Be a Player. In other words, don’t see yourself merely as a voter or just one voice among 

billions. Have confidence that you can make a difference.  

2) See yourself as an equal. Presidents, Popes, CEOs and media stars work for you. They are not 

Kings and Queens. They are doing jobs like everyone else. At the time of the Mexican-American 

War, Henry David Thoreau was a naturalist of very modest means who lived with his mother. He 

opposed President James K. Polk’s war. He wrote an essay, On Civil Disobedience. Polk had his 

war in spite of Thoreau’s writing. The United States expanded its empire. Thoreau’s essay was 

read by Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. Gandhi non-violently liberated India from the British 

Empire, and Martin Luther King, Jr. led the initiation of the continuing dismantling of Apartheid 

American-style. Thoreau had at least as much power as Polk in my estimation.  

3) Look more deeply than the current controversies. Political arguments are just competitions 

about immediate allocations of resources. Thoreau saw the existential questions in Polk’s 

aggression. Don’t make political arguments, make human appeals and...  

4) Be human in all of your actions. Stand in the place where you live. If you are an actor or a 

writer or a teacher make a strong commitment to strive for ethical behavior in all that you say 

and do. Your classes and performances should be expressive of what you believe.  

5) Don’t be ideological. Ideology is just a sibling rivalry—“I’m smarter and more moral than 

you.” For example blaming Fox News nation for our problems and being outraged at their 

attitudes is useless. It is exactly what they want you to do. Blame empowers the perceived 

enemy.  

6) Don’t argue about what you know to be true. Act and speak with confidence from your truth.  
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7) Follow the leadership of Founding Father John Adams who said, “Let us dare to think, speak, 

read and write.”  

8) Part of the title of this post is taken from the title of a book by Vaclav Havel, a modest 

playwright who helped start a revolution in then-Communist ruled Czechoslovakia by taking a 

stand for the free speech rights of a rock and roll band who played in a basement cabaret. Know 

that all men and women are equal—in their power as well as their rights, no matter how modest 

their circumstances may seem. Don’t be discouraged if you don’t see immediate results. Know 

you are part of an eternal dialectic and your side often wins.  

9) Know when it is time for democratic discourse and know when it is time for revolutionary 

action.  

10) Be non-violent.  

11) Be cheerful. Life is a constant struggle for transformation—that which holds fast and dies 

versus that which progresses and blooms. Pick your side and have fun in the fight.  

We all confront difficult public and private circumstances, but how we stand in the face of them 

is our free choice. No matter what any false authority may say.  

You Can’t Fully Have a Voice if You Repress It  

I designed a simple exercise called “Bughouse Square.” Bughouse Square is a place where 

crazies shoot their mouths off about the issues of the day. I ask students to stand up and share  

their political opinions. I ask them to tell jokes. Off-colored jokes are preferred. Of course there 

are many situations where it is inappropriate to opine and be profane. But occasionally we have 

to let our intolerant and naughty sides out to play. You have to have the uninhibited 

shamelessness of a child to make art. The fearlessness of sharing one’s voice within a culture of 

respect for all voices is the ultimate respect for diversity. Be bold and have fun.  

There Are No Limits Regarding Taste In Comedy, But...  

There are no limits regarding taste in comedy. Lenny Bruce, the father of profane humor in 

mainstream clubs, wrote How to Talk Dirty and Influence People. BUT Lenny Bruce was a 

serious person—an esteemed and remembered moralist and a cultural advocate for free speech— 

a kind of patriot. He wasn’t a leering emcee in a titty club.  

Mark Twain used the n-word freely in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The book is banned 

by many school districts and libraries BUT Huckleberry Finn is one of the great works of 

literature in world history with great insight about the issue of race as a fundamental aspect of 

the American character. He wasn’t a frat boy making bigoted jokes to amuse his dad at a country 

club.  
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Richard Pryor used the n-word, all the profanity of Lenny Bruce and graphic and disturbing 

imagery including a pantomime and monologue depiction of his flesh being on fire as a result of 

an accident while using drugs. He was brought up in a Peoria whorehouse by his grandmother, a 

hard woman from the toughest streets. His voice as a comedian reflected that background BUT 

also included a deep and natural vulnerability. Pryor’s work had great cultural significance. He 

helped usher in a greater acceptance of uncompromised African-American culture by white 

America by speaking with defiant pride and no apology. His work was a cry of dignity for an 

oppressed people beginning to come into their own. Beyond that his work addressed humanity as 

a whole. He made one beautiful set piece after another about freedom, resilience, injustice and 

intelligence among other great themes. He was not a bad rapper dropping n-bombs and f-bombs 

while using ugly imagery to advocate violence.  

There are no limits of taste in comedy. Profanity is allowed. Politically incorrect observations are 

allowed. Disgusting images depicting physical pain and gross bodily functions are allowed. As in 

all art, the unvarnished truth portrayed with brutal honesty is allowed and required. Art in 

general, and particularly comedy is not only about creating pleasing aesthetic images. Comedy at 

its best is about transforming consciousness—an expansion of the comedian’s and his audience’s 

hearts and minds. Truth is beauty and beauty can be found by thoroughly understanding and 

transcending ugliness. The comedian’s tough words and imagery must therefore come from a 

perspective of moral and compassionate intelligence. It must never be used to denigrate the 

weak. It must, as Mark Twain wrote show the comedian’s “scorn for untruth, pretension, 

imposture.” Good comedy attacks the people, ideas and institutions that keep us down and 

suggests what freedom looks like. And that’s pretty.  

John Cleese said that satire provokes some people to think and angers the people that it confuses. 

And so it will always be. There are no limits to taste in comedy BUT it must never be mean or 

stupid. The mean and stupid and the merely confused sometimes accuse the most highly moral 

and humanist comedians of being tasteless and lacking all morality. It’s an interesting dynamic  

to think about the Thursday before Easter. Jesus had many good lines about the Pharisees and the 

Romans that many thought were in bad taste at the time.  

Review: Abel Ferrara’s (Or is it?) Welcome to New York  

Welcome to New York is a fictionalized account of the scandal that occurred when Dominique 

Strauss-Kahn, the now former head of the International Monetary Fund, was accused of raping a 

maid in a New York five-star hotel. The movie is available On Demand.  

The director, Abel Ferrara, has disowned the version of the film that has been released in 

America. Apparently, the producers made an agreement with its distributor that it would receive 

no higher than an R rating. The director’s cut received an NC-17. The New York Times reported 

that the producers claimed that Ferrara refused to re-edit the movie for American or any other 

audiences. Ferrara has a standard final-cut clause in all of his contracts which ostensibly gives 

him complete control of the final versions of his films. In spite of that, one of the film’s 

producers, Vincent Maraval re-edited the film. Maraval’s version is the one being shown in 

America.  
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I really liked this movie, and was interested in how it was made for the following reasons.  

Ferrara did everything he could to have complete control of his work. Artists should have 

complete and uncensored control of their content. It is not uncommon for directors to struggle 

over the final cuts of their films even when they have contractual assurances that they do. Most 

often such directors wage a quixotic fight against parties asserting business concerns and rating 

issues, but I feel that art should trump both of those considerations even if it often doesn’t work 

out that way.  

Ferrara said that the censorship of his version was a matter of free speech. He wished to make a 

direct political and cultural statement about the violent exploitation of women. His scene in 

which the Strauss-Kahn character viciously rapes the maid character was cut and shown in a 

flashback in the Maraval version. This changed the film greatly in two ways. First, it lowered the 

rating from NC-17 to R. I don’t think this is the change that bothered Ferrara the most—although 

I’m sure it troubled him. The tone of the entire film is to brutally and directly show things as they 

are—airports, luxury hotels, sex parties, vicious rapes, lifestyles of the women of the French 

oligarchy... I am a big fan of such unflinching honesty in art. Art must show things as they are, 

not as we would like them to be. Denial never leads to peace and understanding.  

What I believed troubled Ferrara about the edit to a far greater degree was that it substantially 

changed his narrative. By cutting out the graphic sexual violence and relating the scene in 

flashback the film made the incident of the rape ambiguous. The story became a he said/she said 

conflict with some doubt as to the Strauss-Kahn’s character’s guilt. Ferrara intended no such 

doubt. The ugly rape of the maid was intended to be a metaphor for the ugly rape of women and 

everyone who is not a member of the 1% by our brutal and patronizing rulers at the highest 

levels of the banking industry. The movie was intended to show a great and ongoing injustice by 

dispassionately showing the distasteful facts of the matter. By shifting the focus to uncertainty 

regarding whether a crime was actually committed, and focusing almost exclusively on the 

Strauss-Kahn character and not the maid, it became an existential study of a much more 

sympathetic main character than Ferrara intended, and not the cool, fierce expression of outrage 

that he set out to say.  

Ferrara clearly used improvisation in many of his scenes. It was most noticeable in scenes 

involving Gerard Depardieu as the powerful man and Jacqueline Bisset as his wife. I think that 

improvisation is an art form in and of itself and very interesting to watch. I also believe that 

improvised material has to be adapted to be acted in a film or play, just as a play is adapted to 

film or a radio play is adapted to stage. Improvisers discover stories. Actors and writers tell 

them. That’s a major difference. Improvisation is a creative art. Acting, and writing material 

based on what is discovered in improvisation is an interpretive art. The British director Mike 

Leigh improvises his films; he seems to get improvisation, writing and acting in the same action. 

Leigh’s improvised dialogue always has the nuance of good writing. I don’t know he does it and 

I would like to know more. The improvisation in Welcome to New York was not nearly as 

successful as in Leigh’s work.  

That lack of success did not hinder the effectiveness of Ferrara’s film. I have written about my 

belief that art requires brutal honesty and compassion—Thomas Mann’s arrows dipped in love. 
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This film (when seen with the knowledge that it has been improperly altered) which shows what 

at first seems like a pornographically filmed sex orgy, the profanity-laced prison system and a 

pre-frontally nude Gerard Depardieu being strip-searched among other disturbing images is one 

of the most moral stories that I’ve seen in a long time.  

 

Fall Through the Crack in the Game  

As we patiently explore and heighten a complex improvisational exercise the moment does not 

only transform but also the abstract theoretical construct of the game --- what we use to try to 

understand the moment and act within it. There is an eternal dialectic between reality and our 

conscious understanding of it. Our concrete productions are simultaneously important and 

illusory. They moor us in space, but are ultimately ephemeral --- simply developments in the 

stream of our consciousness.  

See and Be Seen; the Highest Give and Take  

Mastery in improvisation begins with seeing others and the world and transparently asserting 

yourself to others and the world. Great actors do this. When we say a professional in any field 

has “presence” or is “charismatic” we are referring to this. There is a Spolin exercise called 

Exposure where two players simply look at the other and show themselves to the other. This 

game is very simple and very profound. It points to the launching place of all good personal and 

collaborative work.  

Be Touched and Touch  

Intensely acknowledge all that affects you and fearlessly touch others and the world.  

Improvisation is the Resolution of the Conflict between the Individual 

and the Community  

Everything that we do in improvisation is a problem that we solve together. Improvisation is 

about having individuality in the context of community. It is the resolution of the conflict 

between the individual and the collective because we recognize and accept, or aspire to 

recognize and accept, the true nature of each with detailed specificity. I have devised an exercise 

where a group of players have to explore the height, width and depth of a physical space; only 

one person can move at a time; and there can be no interruption or hesitation in the motion. I 

often add more elements. The game presents the problem of finding a collective solution to a 

problem while acknowledging the diverse individual temperaments of each player. Groups play 

the game with wild variations from one to another. Individuals within the groups play the game 

with wide variations. Good players cooperate without conforming. The basis of community is 

found in the general acceptance of the focus of the problem. Creativity in solving the problem is 

found in the inspirations of individuals and the responses of those inspirations by others --- either 
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in additional and progressive creativity or in joyous eureka moments celebrating the found 

answers to the puzzle of the game.  

Let the Game Tell You When to Start and Stop  

Never quit. The best moments are when you are frustrated and at a complete loss. You have 

sailed past all that you know and are ready to learn something.  

Improvisation is the Art of Not Knowing What You Are Doing  

When you authentically respond to what is new you discover your voice. Great writers get 

writer’s block because each blank page asks them to say something that they had never said 

before and sometimes it almost seems too much. Mark Twain kept writing and found inspiration 

in a place that was new to him --- Germany. He filled his next blank page with a title, The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  

If You Are on the Edge of Discovery, You Interest Others  

Great teachers explore their subjects alongside their students. The students not only learn the 

material; they are exposed to a way to self-educate from the teacher’s example. Great actors 

discover new insights into their characters during the 800th performance of a play. To be present 

for that discovery is the reason people go to the theater instead of read a book or watch a movie 

version of the same story. Great trial lawyers listen to their clients with fresh empathy and in so 

doing lead the jury to that empathy as well. There is such power in not knowing.  

Here’s the Secret of Improvisation --- Ready?  

In improvisation you focus on an external task and the intensity of your concentration on your 

job releases your authenticity and creativity --- which is naturally and artfully expressed through 

the task. Performance is self-conscious. It is concerned with audiences and constantly asks,  

 “How am I doing?” Cheers or boos is the response. Improvisation surprises everyone --- 

including the improviser. Spontaneity happens; not stimulus/response.  

High functioning professionals such as teachers, lawyers, actors et al work at tasks that require 

highly complex and sophisticated points of concentration (see below) --- e.g. teaching a course 

syllabus, managing a litigation process or mounting a Shakespearean play.  

Applying the knowledge and skill required to execute a professional job frees up one’s 

spontaneous humanity and connection with others when approached with an improvisational 

spirit. Every task you undertake is a potential improvisational game. The parameters of the game 

require structure, logic, organization and preparation; as you diligently focus on those challenges 

your humanity shines naturally.  
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Forget yourself, and look at the world as deeply as you can. The paradox of improvisation is that 

in that external gaze is where self-discovery and generous connection with that world lies.  

There Are No Rules of Improvisation  

Viola Spolin, the Founding Mother of modern improvisation, whose text Improvisation for the 

Theater has had enormous impact, particularly in the fields of education and theater said the 

following relatively late in her career at a point of her most mature understanding: “ Remember 

in all of the games the rule is made to be broken --- we forget this. Rules are established that we 

may become free of them and establish new ones...there must be a continuous demand made, we 

sicken it in our society through its competition, but the demand is essential. We are always 

extending the rules in the games. We must have revolutions, we must break rules in order to 

transform. Any transformation is a revolution.”  

Viola Spolin said a mouthful. Improvisation is a non-competitive stance and a revolutionary one. 

When we improvise well we become in sync with the constantly transforming world.  

Yes and this...this truth is what makes improvisation an art. This is what discredits all rules- 

based “improv” training. There is no way to do it. Improvisation is the way to the way. 

Improvisation is about discovery of consciousness of the real, not fearful conformity to some 

tired and limiting “way it is done.” Improvisation liberates and leads to new forms that are not 

imagined but, rather, found. Don’t punish the new; nurture the true.  

Short Attention Span Theater  

WGN-TV ran a news story with the caption: Obama Long-Winded with School Children. I 

might run a news story: WGN Shallow and Superficial with Topics of Crucial Importance to its 

Viewers.  

The clip showed President Obama very intelligently—what else—describing his experiences 

with writer’s block with junior high school kids. A boy said after a time, “That’s enough. We got 

it.” They didn’t. Kids say the darnedest things.  

Unfortunately, many adults never transcend the immature attention span of twelve year olds. 

Great, everybody! Keep it coming—short, hot, and meaningless. Stay hopped up...don’t  

focus...don’t dig in...barrage yourself with varied activities, images and sensations...all the 

action...and die without ever having done a damn thing.  

I have been told recently that my blog posts are long. I know. I don’t care. As a matter of fact I 

am working this writing toward longer forms...you know, books. I am sorry I don’t conform to 

the formal limitations of the Butterball Turkey Hotline Blog.  

I choose Obama over WGN. I choose adulthood over pre-adolescence.  
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I hope this reflection was short enough for you so you can get to that video of a dachshund 

cuddling with a lion.  

The Smartest, the Funniest, the Nicest  

I saw Jesus at the Chicago Theater on Saturday night. He came from out of town disguised as 

two old friends that I used to perform with in New York in the eighties. Jesus was a frenetic 

bantamweight of a comic slash actor slash performance artist slash moralist, John Bowman and a 

mature and sophisticated Jewish man who engages in popular satire with uncommon 

intelligence—kind of a Nobel laureate with a penchant for fart jokes, Lewis Black.  

John spoke first with the urgency of a shout of “Fire!” in a crowded theater. (And the theater was 

crowded. These guys apparently go around the country delivering their version of the Sermon on 

the Mount to about two hundred cities a year.) John tells the truth like a good watch tells time— 

it is his essential nature. He couldn’t lie if he tried. John’s act is like watching a demolition 

derby. He careens from one worthy target to the next with a song, an improvised bit, a written set 

piece, a meticulously acted caricature. John is a Looney Tunes Tasmanian Devil spinning out of 

control toward any meanness or stupidity that crosses his path. The audience responds with 

induced epileptic seizures relieved by laughter.  

The audience is given a break after John’s shamanic casting out of demons to catch their breath 

and prepare for Lewis Black.  

Lewis Black would be great as Jesus in an alternative staging of Jesus Christ Superstar. The 

ladies around me were cooing, turned on by his sexy empathy and the ironic self-awareness of 

his calling to facilitate world salvation with a rubber chicken and a bottle of seltzer water. There 

isn’t a word in Lewis’ act that doesn’t radiate morality, but he never preaches. He teaches by 

example. His comic persona is one of clumsy outrage directed at cruelties, ignorant attitudes and 

injustices that make most everyone else numb. Lewis never condemns the audience for its 

insensitivity. He compassionately knows that they are dazed by the unrelenting assault of human 

mediocrity on their lives. Lewis speaks about his support of Bernie Sanders and his own Socialist 

views, his admiration for Pope Francis and his existential solidarity with Cubs’ fans with 

simultaneous sincerity and comic detachment, congruent performing artistry and intimate 

personal revelation.  

What a joy it was to spend two and a half hours listening to these two human beings, er, 

divinities, um, Gods and Men at the same time.  

The show sprawled over those two and a half hours unfettered by any rules of comedy, acting, 

writing, theater or improvisation and embodying what’s best about all of those things. The 

evening was fueled by two men’s natural and uncompromised honesty and integrity and their 

crazy, fevered and generous need to connect.  

After the show, John told me about a comic that he liked and admired back in the day. He said 

the comic was “one of the smartest, funniest and nicest people” that he had ever met. Well it 

takes one to know one.  
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For all you Little Leaguers out there, you want to see how to make your work art? Take a look at 

John and Lewis. It’s a good place to start.  

Jesus Christ! Excellent.  

The Point of Concentration  

The Point of Concentration is a base concept of improvisational acting that is widely 

misunderstood by many “improv” (a horrible term that denotes a surface and abbreviated 

understanding of the art) instructors. The instructors much like fundamentalist religious leaders 

in relation to Biblical text consider the concept in an overly material and concrete manner. 

Students are taught to respect the integrity of an imaginary object, an orange, a softball, a piece 

of wood for example and discouraged from allowing contemplation of the object to inspire 

exploration of broader, deeper and more important feelings and ideas inspired by the object. The 

resulting scenes, both in the immediate workshop and in the players’ subsequent careers are 

superficial and lack meaningful content. Audiences are inflicted with scenes considering the 

stitching on a baseball instead of, say, a meditation on the role of sports in American culture.  

Take that improvisational acting staple, the relationship scene in which the point of concentration 

is the connection between (or lack thereof) two players in a scene. An excellent early example of 

this type of scene, from the 1960’s and directed by Paul Sills, explored the relationship between 

two women played by Barbara Harris and Zohra Lampert. The scene used the tension and 

warmth between the players as a starting point that evolved into an emotionally harrowing and 

intellectually provocative consideration of date rape at a time when such a topic was rarely even 

broached on a popular comedic stage. Compare this meaningful engagement with the audience 

with the current deluge of dating relationship scenes which either come to sentimental 

conclusions of love found or cynical comments about the acceptance of loneliness and the futility 

of even trying to establish intimacy with anyone. Audiences walk away with no insights that they 

didn’t enter the theater with, and at best a few forgettable laughs.  

This sorry state of affairs could be traced to the lack of general education of the instructors 

themselves. Their intellectual laziness leads contemporary improvisational practice into the 

shallows described above. (This piece is not a blanket criticism of all teaching in the 

improvisational theater. Some excellent work is being done, usually in obscure and out of the 

way places.) Paul Sills and Viola Spolin, the artistic and theoretical forces behind all that was 

and remains good about improvisational theater, had a general knowledge of sociology, 

educational theory and practice, history, economics, theology, philosophy, world theater, 

journalism, literature, political science and “all the actions and passions of life about” as Mark  

Twain would say. So do I and some others. Much of current improvisational instruction is overly 

incestuous (a cabal of teachers “know” the form, share that limited “knowledge” as a means of 

undeserved self-affirmation, and marginalize anything that challenges their illusion of expertise) 

and commercialized. Students leave “improv” classes filled with excitement related to the 

freeing aspects of play (that benefit of Sills and Spolin’s work seems indestructible no matter 

how badly it is mishandled) and with an in-group sense of superiority that shrouds the mediocrity 

of their efforts—to them anyway.  
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Improvisational instructors should particularly be interested in all of the arts. What is true about 

creative process is true in every artistic form and genre. I am very interested in the form of the 

personal essay. The essayist typically uses a singular focus, a point of concentration if you will, 

as a jumping off point for a discussion of wider matters. One random example of such an essay is 

Gore Vidal’s piece on Tennessee Williams’ memoirs, Some Memories of the Glorious Bird and 

an Earlier Self. The writer Phillip Lopate said that Vidal uses Williams’ work “as a point of 

departure for a wider meditation on the subject.” Lopate continues, “Often (Vidal) will bring in 

personal experiences that bare on the public figure or the topic...he (Vidal) reveals a good deal 

about his life and character.” Advanced improvisational practice can reach the same heights in 

personal, existential, cultural, political and communal exploration as writing does when it is 

executed with a deep understanding of craft and its theoretical basis by the best writers. It’s been 

done before by Paul Sills, Viola Spolin and many of the players that they taught and directed.  

It pains me to see so much of a revolutionary theatrical art that has achieved so much and is still 

in its infancy, be reduced to parlor games that serious people do not view as anything of 

importance. Much of current improvisational instruction exploits a valid aspiration in the 

uninitiated. Good work can be done. Sills and Spolin have shown us how. Improvisational artists 

have a responsibility to revere the concepts and foundations that they gave us, and bring the form 

forward as painters, writers and other artists have done for their forms for centuries. What we 

have mostly now are fading Xerox copies of work done in middling sketch comedy revues with 

shallow new pop culture references filling in the blanks.  

Good Improvisation Requires Endurance  

It gets harder to maintain one’s point of concentration the longer one plays. Complex points of 

concentration require long periods of play.  

When You Use Your Imagination while Grounded by the Point of 

Concentration You Achieve Innovation and Discovery  

When you don’t you separate yourself from the collective and alienate yourself through escapist 

fantasy or cliché disassociated from the present moment. Imagination becomes abstraction. 

(Mere convention is always abstraction.) Since the point of concentration is an abstraction itself - 

-- a theoretical construct looking for a systematic understanding of the world --- convention only 

answers a question with a question. The new is really an insight into the real. The old is a clichéd 

explanation based on incomplete and compromised data. The fantastical is a wish to be 

somewhere else.  

Improvisation Changes into Something Else  

The best improvisation transcends improvisation. The boundaries of the improvisation 

community dissolve and there is only creativity in its myriad forms and in the specific way that I 

approach it. I no longer “improvise.” I teach. I write. I perform. I express who I am in ways that 

suit me, that occur to me and where I have the opportunity to do so. The great transforming 

power of improvisation has turned the game into MY life, MY work. Improvisation is too small a 
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word for what and who I am now. My work is not just off the cuff or limited to only the 

spontaneous. Viola and Paul and many others (Jesuits, lawyers, professors, my parents, writers, 

visual artists...) taught me how to consciously be me and now their concepts have been honored 

and replaced by new personal vistas. This happened long ago and I am fully conscious of it now. 

I am no longer an improviser any more than I am still a Jesuit schoolboy. I am me...indebted to 

and the product of my past, but a formed person—a NEW mature being.  

My work writing and teaching and performing that writing and talking about what I learn as I 

teach are what is important to me now. My life’s work is the discovery and sharing of my voice. 

Improvisation was a very important chapter in that journey.  

I have struggled with improvisation because I loved it so and I have outgrown it. For many it can 

be a final destination—their art. For me it was a formative phase that taught me so much that is 

useful in being me and doing what I do.  

Books, more classes, theater pieces done alone and with others to come but not limited as being 

purely improvised unless that form is what is called for by what I want to express. 
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Part II: Improvisational Teaching  

Beware Tyrannical Gurus: No One Teaches Improvisation --- 

Experience Does  

What’s the difference between a dictatorial improvisation teacher and the leaders of the Church 

of Scientology? Control of billions of dollars in real estate.  

Art leadership plus lust for power and money equals fascism. Hitler was a failed artist. Good 

artists don’t dictate. (Did you ever notice that most actors who self-identify as right wingers 

suck? You never see Meryl Streep stumping for the NRA.) The banality of evil is attempting to 

shape a world in the image of L. Ron Hubbard’s mediocre/crazy science fiction or Hitler’s Mein 

Kampf. (Did you see the Nazi imagery at those Scientology rallies—the huge podium raised 

stories high and the big flame? The Church of Insane Success Worship—Blessings from the God 

Of Power!!! Yeeech!)  

And who are the suckers that get exploited? The mass in the arena audience before Scientology’s 

current Grand Douchebag or the Improv Guru with the Secret of the Moment—who wears an 

amulet with a chunk of Chris Farley’s heart in it. Timid souls who envy the rich and famous (or 

want to be more rich and famous) and want to succeed (or succeed more). They will do anything 

the guru says if they think it will further their careers and get them attention. The guru can then 

leverage this power to extort money and slavish psychological allegiance from his students.  

Real art instruction is a conversation. A practicing artist shares exercises and comments that 

reflect his approach to the form. A confident student doesn’t hang on every word as a golden key 

to his success and happiness. The confident student engages and considers what the artist has to 

say and over time applies the personal experience that he had in the class to his own life and 

work. Nothing disserves improvisation more than a cult of personality’s exploitation of it.  
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Teaching improvisation is an art. Art never tries to accomplish its aim through material power. 

Art is directed to free hearts and minds.  

If you come across an improv teacher who uses a lot of rules in his classes run away. 

Improvising is not like driving a car. A good instructor helps you discover your, and your 

ensemble’s, own way of doing it.  

If the teacher claims an expertise in the art of improvisation run away. The teacher should have a 

wonder and awe about improv and be learning alongside of you. It is a vast mysterious subject 

that no one will ever fully understand. And the point is ultimately not to understand it but to 

experience it.  

If the teacher promises that if you follow his teachings you will be commercially successful run 

away. It is not that easy. If he is selling you success of any kind run away. Improvisation will not 

make you rich, famous or happy. You’re the one who makes those things happen for you if they 

do. If you achieve those things while improvising it is because that you discovered the nexus 

between improv and your success. No one else can do that for you. Art is a sharing of feeling and 

thought—not a manual of mandated life choices.  

Good improvisation instruction will sometimes resonate within students. They accept it because 

they feel in their souls that something was said or occurred that was true. The authority in the 

proper improv class is the truth and NEVER the instructor.  

If the teacher is disrespectful to you and speaks to you in a bullying tone run away. If he shuts 

down your intelligent questions and initiations run away. If he never has a quizzical look of 

wonder on his face run away.  

If you encounter a teacher who censors what you say in exercises or tells you to change your 

personality run away. Shut up and you aren’t good enough are not in the lexicon of a good 

improvisation teacher.  

If you run into a teacher who always wants to make you feel dependent on him and asks you to 

continually take classes from him run away.  

If you teach improvisation stay focused on what you are doing. Forget yourself. Forget your 

money problems and your insecurities about how much respect you have been denied in one 

circumstance or another. Forget your regrets about your career. Come unprepared. Your job is to 

watch the exercises and the students and to respond to them kindly and intelligently in the 

moment. The moment is what teaches. You just help it along by meeting it with generally the 

most experienced eyes in the room. When a student has more insight than you, defer to him or 

her.  

Good improvisation teachers can sometimes unwittingly go into Scientology mode. I had a 

teacher call me a novice recently. (I take classes. I always get something from the experience if 

not from the teacher. I get a lot out of what I choose not to use and what I choose to even oppose 

and confront in my work.) I have more and broader experience than he does—-something clearly 
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evidenced in my credentials and work. A good guy, he made an intentionally faulty assessment 

because of personal insecurity. And he misunderstood my openness and vulnerability as a lack of 

confidence that he could use to try to raise his own standing with the group. Improv teachers, 

everybody has their moments. But you have to bigger than this to do your jobs.  

I have had teachers assume that I can’t listen in an improv because I am verbal and articulate. I 

always remember what the great teacher Paul Sills told me when I said I was uninterested in 

object work, a big tenet of improvisational practice. “Who gives a shit? the whole purpose is for 

you to be free and connected to the collective and you are!’  

I have had teachers censor what I have said in workshops for reasons of taste, or social or 

political content. The effect was always to constipate the entire class and block creativity. A 

workshop is a gloriously unfinished thing. It should be a place to overstep and fail and decide 

where boundaries should go. The teacher’s personal fear can bully the ensemble out of 

determining those boundaries for themselves. An improvisation teacher should never assume that 

a student has the same objectives for his art and life as the teacher.  

Once a teacher told me that improvisation wasn’t an art. I don’t even know where to start with 

that one. I guess he saw himself as some minister of parlor games disciplining people to play 

Charades properly. He attacked the word art because that meant he would have to surrender 

control in the class; that prospect terrified him.  

Great improvisational workshops unleash individual authentic voices into collective harmonies. 

Control of content or personalities is anti-improvisational.  

Thanks bad teachers! Reacting to the ways that you suck has made me a better teacher.  

And improvisation teachers and students: when in doubt think Paul Sills and not L. Ron 

Hubbard.  

Starring Ben Affleck as American Hero and Featuring Dr. Henry Louis 

Gates as the Mythmaker  

I make theater. I am a college professor. I am interested in the truth. I am interested in human 

development.  

What follows is a tale of corruption, exploitation of the naïve and a betrayal of art and education.  

Full disclosure: I write this because I feel that I have better ethics than Ben Affleck (as a theater 

and storytelling artist) and Professor Henry Louis Gates (as teacher). I am motivated by an 

aspiration for real achievement and not seduced by superficial notions of success that make a lot 

of noise and sometimes leave one discredited by the time of one’s obituary.  

That’s my agenda here. Just telling the truth, folks. I write today with a feeling of moral 

superiority. I feel I am the real thing and Affleck and Gates are usurpers that make things more 

difficult for people like me who really do the job(s). We always have to un-teach the lies of 
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hacks like the star and the star professor. These guys piss me off. I see Affleck and Gates 

masquerading as an artist and as a teacher when they are merely engaged in self-promotion. They 

come on TV well lit accompanied by moving music and high production values. They sell the 

appearance of authenticity and curious investigation and reflection, but don’t actually engage 

those values. They must know what they are talking about. They are on TV. To call what they do 

junk food would be unfair to junk food because at least it is really food.  

Someone who tells a story or instructs people about storytelling should be honest. Really telling 

a story and really teaching are hard things to do. It’s not easy to be honest. There is such a thing 

as absolute truth, but no one can understand it completely. It is too vast and is a mystery at its 

core. All we can do is do our best. But we sure as hell can’t lie or omit relevant information. 

We’ll never get near that elusive truth—the quixotic mission of all true teachers and artists—if 

we deny what we know, think and feel. The artist and teacher have to try to describe the truth to 

the best of their intelligence, character and ability. It takes intellectual rigor, concerned 

compassion and courage to tell the truth. It takes a sense of concern for the well-being of the 

class or the audience. The highest ethic of a teacher or an artist is to never mislead. Teachers and 

artists try to help people (including themselves) understand life better so that they can live it 

more fully and at its highest potential. It is a humble thing to do, not a showy one.  

This whole episode reminds me of Charles Van Doren and his role in the quiz show scandals of 

the 1950’s. Van Doren played the role of reality show genius on television. It was all phony. 

First, answering a lot of trivia questions correctly does not make someone a genius. So the 

uneducated audience was misled on that one—lied to about the nature of real thought and 

intelligence. Secondly, the producers intentionally gave him the answers and seduced him to go 

along with the scam to boost ratings (fame and some money for Van Doren; big money for the 

producers). Van Doren was a narcissist. If people thought he was a genius that was good enough 

for him. He’d get all the money and superficial status. Van Doren got caught, but he would’ve 

suffered even if he had gotten away with it. He opted for the nothing life. Van Doren could’ve 

gone on a path like most of the rest of us and tried to figure out who he was and what he was 

good at. But he sold his soul for a little money and transient attention. He cheated himself out of 

the chance to create a life at all.  

Affleck won’t live the rest of his life in shamed seclusion as Van Doren did. He’s much more 

powerful. Society is much more cynical now. Affleck will get away with it—or at least with his 

riches and status as a movie star intact. But he is still stuck with the nothing life. He will 

continue to worry a lot more about how he comes across than about who he actually is. And the 

Oscar goes to...someone who has exiled himself from his own creativity.  

As everyone knows, Affleck went on Professor Gates’ PBS genealogy show and learned that one 

of his ancestors was a slave owner. He didn’t want anyone to know and asked Gates not to 

mention it. No word if he was disappointed that Professor Gates didn’t discover Affleck’s virgin 

birth.  

Typical joke I might deliver onstage: I don’t get all of the pride surrounding the Confederate 

Flag. I am a proud Italian-American but I don’t have pictures of Mussolini and the Mafia 

hanging in my house.  
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Italians have brought much culture, art and thought to the world from the time of the Roman 

Empire to Michelangelo to Leonardo Da Vinci to Fellini to current fashion and industrial design 

and much before, in between and sure to be after (plus the food...duh!) Italian culture has ALSO 

incubated organized crime and fascism. All of that—good and bad– and more is part of who I 

am. I am a human being. I am not perfect. I deny none of it. I am an Italian-American. I am not 

perfect. I am an American. I am not perfect.  

Mother Teresa did business with that guy from the Savings and Loan Scandal of the 1980’s, for 

Christ’s sake! (And I am not being profane here. She sinned to serve her ambition as being the 

world champion Christian lover of the poor.) Charlie Chaplin’s mother went insane. He never 

denied it. He put compassion in his truthful work for her. The director Peter Brook wrote that 

theater was dreams mixed with shit. We carry all that is holy and all that is ugly within us. 

Affleck’s problem is that he wants the dreams and not the shit.  

Art is about looking at the world truthfully and describing it with love. Ben Affleck is no artist. 

He looks at the world and wants to portray himself as its savior. He isn’t supposed to be 

descended from slave holders! He is supposed to free the slaves for all of us who aren’t as smart 

and good looking. We’re supposed to identify with his perfection and in that way be kind of 

perfect too. We’re the good guys! Ta da! Ben is in marketing—doesn’t have a product—not even 

himself—just a brand and that’s all, ma’am. What a great example of the meaning of the word 

“shallow” and the deep unacknowledged suffering that the shallow endure. Occasionally life 

blurts a wakeup call to get real (the Sony emails revealing Affleck’s conspiracy and lie) But 

Affleck will ignore it. What and give up show business?  

Typical comment I might make in one of my classes: Learn from experience. Keep what you 

think is good (intellectually, morally or ethically) and get rid of the rest. Don’t get stuck in your 

shame. Own it and change. Look at all in thorough detail so that you can make discerning life 

decisions.  

Dr. Gates said that he honored Affleck’s wish to not include Affleck’s slave owning ancestor on 

the show because other persons on his family tree were “more interesting.” Do I really have to 

unpack why this is obviously nonsense? Dr. Gates may well have chosen to focus on other 

ancestors for a large number of reasons but he couldn’t fail to mention the slave owner. Why? 

Because he is there and obviously has some level of interest for everybody. Beyond audience 

interest, revealing the existence of the slaveholding forebear is a clear social and moral 

imperative. Showing the connection with Affleck demonstrates how the mass atrocity of slavery 

is not an act done by another people in a distant time but a sin committed by us that still touches 

our lives and that influenced the evolution of our family and who we are. Gates knows this. He 

also knew that his series would be less profitable if he lost Ben Affleck as a guest. Gates 

compromised the ethic of his life’s work for his own commercial popularity and stardom. Shame 

on you, Professor Gates. When did you stop teaching?  

Parson Weems wrote a hagiography about George Washington which included the famous fable 

about no lying related to a cherry tree. Affleck wants the same type of baloney about himself. 

Gates was happy to oblige. Lots of money and power in all that for heroes and hagiographers.  
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Childish America still believes in myths, sentimental bullshit and fables. Many still want to view 

a fairy tale world with heroes and princesses and villains. Childish America goes no deeper than 

a Disney feature length cartoon or Affleck’s Argo, a story about Hollywood saving the world.  

Art and education, people. They are more engaging than show business. They are not toxic and 

have no empty calories. And everybody gets out with their souls.  

Mother Teresa Was a Pain in the Ass and a Good Worker  

Gadflies make the best teachers. 

 

Socrates  

Pope Francis said that she “made her voice heard before the powers of this world so that they 

might recognize their guilt for the crime of poverty they created.” Other people say that she was 

a sadistic religious fanatic. I don’t know enough about her or frankly have enough interest to find 

out. I’ll say one thing however — she stung the world and bothered (as well as inspired, but I am 

thinking about the bothering today) many with her complex authenticity — and that’s a life in 

full.  

What she said and did offended the greedy who hate the poor, and also angered people who hate 

organized religion and/or the notion of God. Some say her association with Robert Keating the 

disgraced bankster of the Keating Five scandal proved that she was a conniving hypocrite and a 

fraud. Some say that association showed her contemporaneously innocent and practical faith and 

love in the redemption of all men in service to the poor. I am agnostic on the matter myself.  

I don’t care about judging the heart of the newest saint. I think she is an exemplar of one truth, I 

do know and care about however. When it comes to having a voice — saying authentic things 

that matter and doing authentic things that matter — if you aren’t pissing some people off, you 

aren’t trying. If you play your authenticity hard you naturally — with no conscious effort — 

shame and challenge some others.  

If you have a real voice, you are past personal insecurity. You aren’t wandering around jangling 

bells and praying “Who am I?”  

Did you ever wonder why some people get so hot and bothered over the expression of a political 

opinion? Why are some people so honked off when Colin Kaepernick protests during the 

national anthem? The people who say that they love “the Flag” so much should know that “the 

Flag” is strong enough to weather a quarterback’s exercise of his First Amendment rights — 

some of the greatest things that flag represents. Maybe they don’t think that “the Flag” or their 

voices to defend it are right or strong enough.  

Personally, I think Kaepernick is right about the immorality and injustice of many of the 

numerous incidences of police violence against African-Americans; and police are right about 

the fearsome violence against them in many communities that they attempt to serve and protect. 
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Murders committed by fearful racist cops or by oppressed poor people who choose to become 

criminal gangbangers seem to be so similar to me that they barely show a difference. There are 

many cops in awful war zone precincts that never kill anybody; as there are many poor people  

who have been screwed by the system who don’t choose to sell drugs and bring death to the 

streets. The real problem here is nihilism. There are people, rich and poor, establishment and 

anti-establishment, cop and citizen, who get off on the bullying power of mayhem. Heath Ledger 

showed this horrible strain of humanity as “The Joker” in the movie The Dark Knight.  

The tensions described immediately above are enormously complex problems that can only be 

solved when many individuals, government entities, and societal groups raise their contradictory 

voices and then get to work. But I don’t care that much. I’ll vote, pay taxes, and do what I can in 

my work and life to further solutions, but neither of these specific fights are mine. I’m not an 

African-American or a cop. I do think generally that America is making progress as long as we 

are shouting at each other as a first step toward working things out. But then we have to take that 

next step and get to work.  

Personally, I like to complain. I hate keeping a good bitchfest inside of me. It’s bad for my blood 

pressure. I like to do things my own way. I hate being told to behave in a way that doesn’t make 

sense to me. Then I go to the next step of looking for solutions through creativity and reason.  

Opinions and different life choices only bother people who are unsure about their own opinions 

and life choices. Listen and acknowledge and get to work!  

Work! Work! Work! Like Governor Mel Brooks in Blazing Saddles... You ain’t livin’ til you 

done be aggravatin! 

Here are a couple of plays for my personal canonization:  

Hey students — you are not getting one credit or one grade that you don’t earn. Only miss class 

if someone close to you has died, you’ve been subpoenaed, you are seriously ill and/or highly 

contagious or you have died. I don’t care if you have to let in the man who fixes the water heater, 

your grandfather is having a birthday party in Pennsylvania or your boss has given you an extra 

shift at Jimmy John’s. And ... I am not going to help you learn Blackboard, set up your email ... 

or cover a second of what was covered in class when should have been there. You better keep 

track of your assignments. I won’t repeat them. I’m busy with teaching and writing — you know, 

my job. And no one is helping you by coddling you and having you duck responsibility.  

By the way, students, if you don’t do the work to get a credit or a grade, it doesn’t mean that you 

are a bad person. It just means that you didn’t earn what you were after. It has nothing to do with 

your character otherwise. An academic adviser defended a student who didn’t fulfill attendance 

requirements of a class by saying that he was “honest.” I admire his honesty. That wasn’t the 

problem. The student’s difficulty was he didn’t complete the class. The student was either 

ignorant of what it took to get a college education; or he wasn’t diligent enough to follow 

through and do what it took. No one’s calling him a liar.  
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Another beef to air and another play for my canonization — A few people have told me recently 

that I have retired from the theater. I don’t think anyone has a right to tell anyone else that they 

have retired from anything. It is also news to me given all the work that I have done related to 

theater presently and in the recent past. What I have retired from is the kind of theater that these 

people do or patronize which from my perspective is grossly shallow and more than a little bit  

awful. People who say I quit the theater remind me of guys who used to say that the women who 

weren’t attracted to them must be lesbians. Yeah, right guys — that was the problem...  

I never liked Colin Kaepernick before. He beat the Bears one night a few years ago in a manner 

that resembled domestic abuse. (Does that allusion strike you as an inappropriate reference? I 

think it is highly moral, so there. Think about why I used it before getting aroused at the power 

trip of attempting to discipline me.) I like him now. He has balls and he cares about something 

bigger than himself. I like his words and actions a lot better than Michael Jordan’s 

preoccupations with casino gambling and selling underpants.  

Here is a quote from Mother Teresa: “You telling me to shut up? You shut up, asshole! The 

nerve! Why don’t you say or do something if you are so f—ing smart!” OK, I made that quote 

up.  

I don’t know if I would like all that Mother Teresa was about. I don’t know from her or 

sainthood. But I am sure that Mother Teresa was a hell of a woman.  

Maybe sainthood isn’t possible. I don’t know if any of us were ever made or learned to get life 

completely right. What we can do is take our side, our best moral understanding and play it to the 

hilt  

The mother of a little boy who was eaten by an alligator in a lagoon at Disney World said, 

“People who know me know I don’t like to speak up but this was wrong.” Good for her. The 

father said the family would not be suing Disney. Me? I’d sue the shit out of them.  

I Don’t Do Balloon Animals  

I was invited to speak at a conference recently. The person said, “I like your theater background 

— all that improvisation — and I think you’ll do something real fun.” Bad thought. I don’t do 

“fun”. Why do you think I am a college professor instead of the headliner at Yuk Yuk’s?  

My teaching, writing and theatrical pursuits have three basic objectives: to help individuals, and 

communities in general, develop (in no particular order) their creative, ethical and critical 

thinking capacities to their greatest potentialities.  

I am not an expert in any of these areas — I don’t believe anyone is. In classes, I lead others and 

myself on roads of creative discovery, all focused on one or all of the three objectives (they are 

very closely related).  

I don’t write about what I know. I write to find out what I think.  
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When I make theater I do it to find something out about life in relation with the other players and 

the audience.  

Some of this might be characterized as “fun.” Long Day’s Journey Into Night has a few laughs in 

it. But if that is all you want out of it, for me — you aren’t much fun to be with.  

Education instead of indoctrination; democracy instead of marketing; art instead o f show 

business; depth instead of superficiality; humanity instead of materialism.  

For those of you who view people who have gone into theater with a kind wistful admiration — 

their lives are fun! — or those of you who disrespect work in the theater as time in the toy 

department — nothing deserving of adult recognition — I suggest that you grow up.  

Real artists work for years often without money or recognition — even in a state of seemingly 

perpetual humiliation. It may all be gratifying, but it ain’t always fun. Artists have the often 

thankless task of asking everyone else to stay focused on what’s really important.  

Business people, lawyers, teachers, professional actors and audiences need what I do. You want 

me on that wall! You need me on that wall! There has been a lot of blather for centuries about 

the dichotomy of art and commerce. The soul needs the body and the body needs the soul. Art 

gives meaning — the infinite, and commerce gives sustenance — survival in life. Ironically, if 

the body has no meaning it loses the necessary will to live. And if the soul is not concerned with 

the stuff of life it becomes insane and disconnected abstraction.  

Every once in a while I have to work on a review of the direction of my work and a statement of 

my future purpose to recalibrate, or in this case, resuscitate my compass. A wonderful vacation is 

coming to an end. A guy rear-ended my car. His insurance is covering it. The rental car place put 

me first into this hulking church van type thing — something Clark Griswold might drive. It had 

bird shit all over it. Its cargo area was big enough to carry all the luggage on a Southwest flight 

to New York. I had to fight to get my current non-descript Jeep Patriot — straight off of the 

assembly line in Monotony, Pennsylvania. Oh beautiful for mass production; for traffic jams and 

aging malls... My summer of good plays, fine dining and philosophical conversations ended with 

a bang from behind. Eugene O’Neill was replaced by Kyle from Enterprise.  

Fun my ass.  

Postscript: I am a hyphenate, a hybrid and I refuse to suppress any aspect of who I am in any of 

the media in which I work. Each media needs an aspect more accepted in the other. The lawyer 

who prosecuted Richard Speck, an old bastard prone to Babbittry, told me I had no business 

practicing law because I had worked in comedy. I asked him if the biggest challenge in the case 

was swaying the jury from such a sympathetic defendant or generating interest from the peers in 

the run-of-the-mill unsensational story of the crime. He had no idea of the irony of my question 

and felt honored by what he perceived to be my respect and attention. He was very friendly 

towards me the next time I saw him. I think he may have been open to mentoring me in the art of 

cluelessness, but I had moved on to missing things on my own, thank you very much.  
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Our Voice is a Constantly Transforming Thing: Who We Are  

The trans-gender Caitlyn Jenner and the trans-racial Rachel Dolezal may be sincere or may be 

opportunists or may be a combination of both of the above, but their sensational media coverage 

points to a deep truth about us all. We are more, much more, than our biologically classified or 

socially defined characteristics. We are more than our ideas about who we are. We are more than 

any identity that we might invent for ourselves. We cannot escape who we are. We can accept it 

and be confident, proud and happy...or we can run from it and be tortured.  

Who we are is a shifting point of discovery, a constant transformation. Who we are is something 

we ride through life, not something that we know or understand. Life is an art form.  

If we are still thinking about gender and race we are swimming in shallow waters. The paradox is 

that we are all the same and all unique. The man and the woman, the black and the white, the 

bum and the Queen.  

Authenticity is the expression of our unknowable but richly experienced and continually 

discovered humanity through the tangible facts of our own lives. Those facts are to be 

continually discovered as well and cannot be ascribed to us by other people or our own minds. 

Freedom is a prerequisite of the discovery of who we are in each moment. We are own liberators 

even in dire circumstances. Nelson Mandela recognized himself in a South African jail.  

We are a multi-faceted reflection of the world. The world is a multi-faceted reflection of us.  

Full conscious experience of who we are is what matters, not definitions. And yet I write. Why? I 

am trying to look at myself and the people and things that mysteriously interest me (who knows 

why one person is drawn to certain concerns and another person is drawn to others) with truth 

and love as a way of being who I am. When our commonality resonates, and our individualities 

are clearly felt and seen, I am doing a good job of being me, and I appreciate the world as it is.  

We are dynamic stories, not settled conclusions. Directions for assembly are not included with 

our lives. The confusion of the world is caused by people who follow those imagined instructions 

and futilely demand that others do the same.  

The Love Triangle: Art, Education, Life  

I love teaching. Teaching is an art, co-equal for me to my artistic work in writing and theater. 

Teaching has made me a better writer and theater artist. I am the type of artist who has to have a 

big footprint in the everyday world in order to be productive. I don’t really work from pure 

imagination. Reason, insight and detailed observation are the pre-requisites for what I create. My 

goal is unblinking and compassionate truth in my work. Teaching has made me more soulful and 

more other-directed. I have always taught in one way or another, but I am so happy that teaching 

has become a major focus of my life at this point in my life. Teaching is a way of making all of 

my experience prior to the moment I walk into a classroom useful.  
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Education and art are very closely related. All art teaches. The artist himself is not the teacher. 

The experience of creating art, for the artist, and the experiencing of viewing it, for the audience, 

teaches. True art makes all who fully participate in it deeply think and feel. Deep thought and 

feeling are transformative. When we learn we change and vice versa. The world opens up a bit or 

in a major way and nothing is the same. Living a life committed to art and education makes life  

an art and education in and of itself. It is often said that experience is the best teacher, but the 

educational value of experience only exists when we do it in a certain way. That certain way is 

art. Art is a rejection of the shallow life.  

There are three common imperative sentences that the artist hears when young and learns to 

defy.  

1) Don’t think so much. 

2) Don’t be so sensitive. 

3) Shut up. 

The three aspects of artistic and learning experience are: 1) Deep thought.  

2) Deep feeling. 

3) Direct, sincere and honest communication of that thought and feeling.  

The history of humanity has been created by people in all walks of life who have committed 

themselves to having artistic and learning experience.  

I am an art (the art of acting) teacher at UIC Business School because I teach Professional 

Presence, Ethics, Business Communications and Management courses. All of these courses are 

intended to develop the students as professionals (and by extension human beings) who can 

present themselves well, interact with others successfully, make reasoned, informed and 

competent decisions, determine resolutions to ethical quandaries and lead. All of these learning 

objectives can be summed up as “learning how to act” as business professionals.  

Good acting on stage is precisely the same as good acting in life. One has to understand one’s 

role and perform it with integrity, authenticity and honesty. One has to confidently know oneself 

to be the equal to the world and respond to it with a sharp and critical mind and an open heart. 

One has to fearlessly initiate creative choices and adjust them as one receives the world’s 

response.  

Teaching is leading others to skilled authorship of their own lives while indirectly sharing the 

experience of your creation of your own life.  

Art. Theater. Education. Writing. Me. You. One.  

Teacher as Artist  

I’ve done a lot of things in my life. I’m a teacher in the UIC Business College; I’ve practiced as a 

trial lawyer. I’ve acted, improvised and written for Chicago’s Second City Theater and other 
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venues. Some years ago, I was doing a one-man show, The Rick Show – which was partially 

scripted, partially improvised – at Lewis Black’s West Bank Café Cabaret Theater Bar in New 

York City. Paul Sills, the founding director of The Second City, and one of the most important 

figures of 20th Century American Theater, and (to my good fortune) a teacher and mentor to me, 

came to see the show one night.  

After the show, Paul came backstage and said, “That was the greatest evening of theatre of the 

last 25 years. I haven’t seen anything like it since Lenny Bruce.” I responded in an apologetic 

tone – “I’m not very good at object work.” (Object work is the physical work improvisers do on 

stage to create a location the audience can visualize. Improvisers usually work with no set, props, 

or costumes.) My tone annoyed Paul greatly. He hated the lack of confidence when so much 

important work needed to be done. He responded with exasperation, “Who gives a shit?”  

Object work was a major component of Paul Sills’ work in the Story Theatre form he created, 

which won two Tony Awards and was nominated for a third. Paul’s theatrical space was largely 

physical; mine was a torrent of words. And yet, his response to my self-criticism about my 

perceived lack of a stage physicality he clearly valued was, “Who gives a shit?”  

Paul mentored me during an 8 month period where we would walk around New York City 

discussing Martin Buber and Max Weber and Bertolt Brecht and Emerson and Thoreau and John 

Brown and Sam Adams and... – yet paradoxically, the main thing I learned from him was not to 

do things the way he did them or necessarily think the way he thought – but rather to figure out 

how I wanted to do things AND TO BE PROUD OF IT, not for the sake of my ego,but as a 

prerequisite of service. Our bold, assertive and confident action was, and of course still is, 

needed.  

Paul knew that mediocrity’s swagger has to be countered by the actions of people secure and 

fearless in their good will.  

Paul loved Yeats:  

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere The ceremony of innocence is drowned.  

The best lack all conviction, while the worst Are full of passionate intensity  

Art masters craft, discards it, and reshapes its preserved essence in a new form. It provokes 

thought and feeling; it transforms. Art is a way of life. I don’t know any other approaches.  

I think of “art” as a broad term. It is not just referring to painting, drawing, writing, filmmaking 

and so on. Any human activity can be approached as art. At the very start of the seminal book 

Improvisation for the Theatre, Viola Spolin says that no one really teaches anyone anything. 

Experience is the teacher. So my students experience me and one another and themselves and the 
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material and the activities of the class. Hopefully we all experience with a high level of 

consciousness so we can own what we’ve learned and apply it in new ways beyond the 

classroom.  

In a class I was teaching recently, the final project was an oral presentation. Most everyone did a 

good job...but some students really owned the work they had done in the course and could 

imagine future applications of their living experience, and others did not, or did to far lesser 

degrees. My future challenge is to have more students own their success — to teach them to 

appreciate its value and be proud of its personal and unique quality. A great experience, well- 

processed, gives the learner a healthy pride that transcends confidence, as well as the ability to 

apply new skills to new situations.  

What’s On Your Mind?  

In the mid-1980’s I had the opportunity to walk around New York City on many occasions with 

Paul Sills. He would talk about the philosophy of Martin Buber (human connection), the drama 

of Berthold Brecht (theater and human alienation), the transcendentalist writers of the mid- 

1800s—Emerson and Thoreau (self-reliance and the power of conscience), the Founding Fathers 

(he loved the idea of this country) and Max Weber (the nature of capitalism and the Protestant 

work ethic).  

He didn’t speak of all this to show how smart he was. He didn’t indulge in that stupid concept 

called “reference level.” He was interested in all of this because it affected his life and his art. He 

watched those exercises in his workshops from a deeper context than most of his students could 

ever imagine.  

He was criticized for being inarticulate. He never told me this, but I know it was a choice. He 

was like the great Latin American teacher Paulo Freire who led his students to the knowledge 

inside themselves instead of imposing his own.  

What did you think about today?  

The Virtue of Exasperated Teaching  

The greatest teacher I ever met was Paul Sills, the founding director of Second City. I felt a bit 

like him last night.  

One of the things I do is teach improvisation to business students. We use improvisation to 

develop professional presence skills. (By the way, I’m not going to be like Alan Alda who uses 

improvisation to teach scientific concepts, and not give credit where credit is due. My work 

stands squarely on the shoulders of the work of Paul Sills and of course, his mother Viola Spolin, 

whose book Improvisation for the Theater is one of the greatest books in the fields of both 

theater and education ever written. Never have people done such revolutionary work that had 

such wide and deep cultural and societal impact and received less credit for their genius. I yes, 

and what they did...in other words I create the new off of their foundation and add my own ideas, 

but that, of course, was their brilliant intention.)  
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Good improvisational practice makes one forget oneself. I direct students (as Paul and Viola 

would) to simply play the game. If one is intently focused on the points of concentration of an 

exercise one forgets his or her self-image and becomes free. When completely engaged in an 

action, paradoxically one’s authentic self is revealed. The principles of focusing on “points of 

concentration” can be applied not only to theater games, but also to pragmatic everyday tasks,  

including the activities of business practice (including working in teams, making presentations, 

conducting interviews and so on).  

So I don’t do two things that traditional teaching of professional presence skills does. I don’t 

address specific issues like making eye contact, voice modulation or of course, shallow things 

like the “firm handshake” and such. I am not running a Dale Carnegie class. I also don’t discuss 

the students’ “feelings” with them. Feel anxious?—play the game! Think you are an introvert 

who has a hard time reaching out to people?—play the game! I am not a therapist. I am leading 

an experiential workshop with a learning objective of developing necessary business and life 

skills.  

Yet in week-eight of a fifteen-week course, this particular group of students has some members 

who are still asking questions related to how they are supposed to deal with their self images (my 

only answer is to simply focus on the point of concentration of the exercise) and worthless 

concerns like “What do I do with my hands?” and “How can I be more confident?” (my only 

answer is to simply focus on the point of concentration.) My job is to devise sometimes elaborate 

points of concentration and direct and encourage them to train on those points with laser-like 

focus.  

This crew has tougher nuts to crack than some other groups, but the difficulty is not ultimately 

their fault. They’ve been indoctrinated by an educational experience in this area that has often 

not considered these concepts in sufficient depth.  

So last night, (and I realize this after the fact) I channeled Paul Sills. I, like Paul, am not an 

authoritarian teacher. I engage in an educational process in democratic relation to the students. 

So I expressed my frustration to them. And that frustration was similar to Paul’s I believe. It was 

a frustration that people would choose the prisons of pseudo-personal psychology and false 

societal demands as to how to behave (that aren’t effective for achieving personal goals anyway) 

instead of freedom. It was a frustration that people would want to be directed explicitly as to 

what to do in a certain situation instead of take a free opportunity to create—always. It was a 

frustration that people didn’t understand that you use the rational mind to consider strategies of 

ways to mediate the world (analytical thought to approach your points of concentration) so you 

can activate your spontaneity, creativity, authenticity and soul in the moment.  

In retrospect, that frustration was an excellent teaching strategy. A student said it would take 

years to learn this. She is wrong. Do it—don’t resist it and the experience will teach it all to you, 

dammit! Of course, all the blocks people have are based on irrational fears that have been 

unaddressed and even nurtured by the traditional educational system. Exasperation is respectful 

to the student (You are more than able and should be able to do it!), and disrespectful to the fear 

itself and the teaching that has tolerated it for so long (Why are you honoring concepts and 
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attitudes that are at best ignorant and at worst are designed to oppress you and keep you 

down?!?!!?!).  

Paul told me about improvisational exercises once freeing (for a moment) a catatonic patient who 

began stroking a pretend cat in an exercise. I read an article where Second City is doing 

improvisation classes with Parkinson’s patients at Northwestern Memorial Hospital.  

Neurologists say that improvisation is an excellent therapeutic brain and body exercise for the 

patients.  

Students please stop fighting me with ideas from 16 years of schooling and do it the right way. 

Today! We don’t have a time to value all of the faulty attitudes that are tying you up in artificial 

knots of your own and failed history’s making.  

The exasperation worked last night as it has in earlier weeks in the course. The students broke 

through and they did good improvisational work. But they didn’t understand why. And they will 

backslide again. Viola Spolin wrote that anyone can improvise. Paul told me that anyone can do 

good improvisational work but only the really talented professional can do it consistently.  

My goal is to get this group to do it consistently at a solid amateur level. They are not preparing 

for a life on the stage after all. Their consistency can be evidenced in just applying solid 

improvisational principles to their daily work.  

Ironically, the exasperation expresses my true belief that they can accomplish that goal, just as 

Paul Sills showed me that respect to be a pro years ago. Paul knew that teaching people did not 

involve coddling them, but challenging them and imploring them to do their best and celebrating 

and reinforcing their best qualities when they succeed.  

 

A Mentor Sees Who You Are  

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was introduced to a young New Deal congressman from 

Texas, Lyndon Baines Johnson in the early 1940’s. Their meeting was brief. The moment FDR 

saw Johnson he knew that LBJ would one day be President. FDR also knew that LBJ would be a 

progressive President with enormous ambitions for a just and prosperous society. FDR saw that 

LBJ would be a shrewd manipulator of Congress, and that he would have a vision of the United 

States as a powerful and indispensable leader in world affairs.  

A split second was all it took. FDR saw himself. A mentor is much different than a teacher. A 

teacher “learns” the student in relation to whatever skill or knowledge the two are exploring 

together. A mentor has nothing to learn. He mystically recognizes the other person because the 

two share a deep connection that was not worked for in any way, but was arranged by fate.  

I once had this experience of being deeply and completely recognized in a moment. I met a man. 

He looked at me and knew what it was that I was good at; what my general orientation was 
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toward life; where my joys and frustrations were. He knew that I was an educator and a writer 

and a performer that worked with my personal presence more than creating characters; and that I 

was a theater director of a certain type. He knew I was progressive in my political, social and 

cultural views and possessed a mystical spiritual orientation that directed it all. He knew that I 

loved my family and had the young man’s struggle of honoring that bond while creating an 

independent life in the world. He knew that I saw the difference between real achievement and 

mere success. He knew my work was about transformation to higher values for the world and not 

mere aesthetics.  

He knew all of this because he was precisely and completely the same way. We didn’t have to 

discuss what we believed. We didn’t have to agree and disagree on certain points. None of what 

was between us had to do with what we thought or where we were from. We were simply the 

same. Our connection was part of who we are.  

He didn’t know if I would live out of my authentic nature or not. He simply knew what that 

nature was. He generally avoided giving me advice. We mostly just enjoyed a kind of mutual 

recognition of ourselves in the other.  

Please note that I am not using the word mentor here in the corporate sense of a person who has 

succeeded on a similar track and is showing you the ropes by counseling you at times of  

decision. I am speaking of something more basic and spiritual here. A spiritual mentor sees you 

and in so doing reveals you to yourself. We find ourselves by looking within and listening 

without. Encounters with spiritual mentors are part of the natural order of things, one of 

creation’s ways of guiding us to higher consciousness of our specific lives’ essences and 

possibilities.  

Being with him was like being with a second father with whom I shared traits determined by 

something other than genetics and history. My first father knew much about who I was. He 

showed me that I was part of a line of descendants just by standing next to me. I could feel it. He 

was a good father who paid close attention and did a thorough job. My mentor showed me that I 

was also part of a line of descendants connected not by blood but by spirit. He stood beside me 

for a brief time years ago and through a lifetime he continues to show me who I am through my 

clear memory of his eternally understanding gaze.  

The outside world can teach you anything if you let it. A creative intelligence animates all 

leading us to who and what we need to meet and see. We just need to let it. We don’t change. 

What evolves is our consciousness of who we are and what is. Spirit guides abound including 

older versions of ourselves who played our role in previous generations.  

Eternal. Presence. 

Humbling and Awe Inspiring...  

We exist 

And we are parts of existence 

Our ego dies 
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What we are went on before and goes on At the end of time we find 

It is not who we are 

But What; 

The who dies 

The What endures 

Forever.  

My Business Ethics and Improvisational Acting Classes Are Essentially 

the Same Thing Approached Differently  

I teach ethics and I teach improvisational acting. They are essentially the same course executed 

in different ways. Each class aims to provide an experience that gives students insight into the 

question of how to act. Each course shows that reason, critical thinking, logic, detailed 

investigation of the concrete realities of a situation and detailed research of generalized  

abstractions that apply to those realities are the prerequisites of creativity. We ideally have a 

complete awareness of the present in order to decide how to act in that moment and the future.  

What we often call talent is actually character, which I’ll define here as the serious aspiration to 

the most conscientious and excellent participation in our individual and common humanity. 

Practicing ethics in business and improvisational acting on the stage are both endeavors of 

applied morality. Once one has experience in the practice of ethics and in improvising on stage 

one loses self-righteousness. It is fairly easy to determine what is moral in the abstract. 

Application in specific situations is much more complex. That is where the professional skill and 

the art come in. Ethics and improvisational acting are the work of being human.  

An ethics teacher told me once that his goal was to “make better people.” A theater director told 

me once that the theater was not what was ultimately important, but rather that the theater could 

be a powerful tool to make a better world. Each man worked, or at least aspired to work, for 

more just, peaceful and joyful persons and communities.  

The miracle of creative process has allowed me to make the connection between the two. The 

arts and the professions have so much to say to each other. I believe that I am called in part to be 

a liaison between these two parallel worlds. My artistic work is informed by my professional 

work and vice versa.  

Presentation Planning—What Professionals Can Learn From the 

Theater, a Continuing Ed Essay  

The following was written at the request of the Illinois State Bar Association, but is targeted for 

all professionals, not only lawyers. It also has applications for actors who work in commercial 

projects. Skill in creating theatrical art has many applications for those in the fields of business, 

law, education, medicine, academia, and of course, arts and entertainment.  

The World’s a Stage  
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The world’s a stage. Shakespeare examined the parallel and congruent planes of reality of the 

theater and present human events in Hamlet, a play with Kings and a Player King. A Czech 

playwright Vaclav Havel used creative principles he developed in the theater to lead his nation’s 

revolution against Communism and become its first post-Iron Curtain President. Pope John Paul 

II was a former actor who played a famously formidable part on the world stage. President 

Ronald Reagan was an actor who led as “the Great Communicator.” President Abraham Lincoln 

was a devoted theater goer. He loved the McVicker’s Theater in Chicago, and tragically, Ford’s 

Theater in Washington, D.C. Flamboyant generals like George S. Patton, Douglas MacArthur 

and Norman Schwarzkopf used costume-like uniforms and dramatic speeches to inspire their 

troops and the public from their respective theaters of war.  

Theater is not only useful to kings, presidents, popes and generals. We all have our own 

revolutions to inspire, communities to lead, groups to share our message with, truths that we can 

only learn through communicating with our peers and colleagues, and battles to fight. An old 

theatrical truism advises that there are no small parts, just small actors. We watch Henry V, for  

example, to learn how to assume personal adult responsibility not the British throne. We are all 

the kings and queens of our own lives. Theater teaches us how to act, in more ways than one.  

Progressive Educators Use Theater as a Pedagogical Approach to Teach Substantive 

Knowledge and Skills  

Medical doctors at Northwestern Medical School study Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey 

Into Night to gain insights about treating addiction. The Professional Development Program at 

the Business College of the University of Illinois at Chicago (“UIC”) uses improvisational acting 

training as its primary pedagogy for teaching social and so-called “soft” business skills. There 

are many examples of other applications of theater training to professional education. What 

impresses about the Northwestern and UIC initiatives is the seriousness with which the colleges 

treat the subject, and in the case of UIC, the commitment of time and resources to theatrical 

studies that the school rightfully considers vital and essential in a professional academic setting.  

 

Knowledge of “High” Theater is Needed by Serious Professionals—And the Necessity of 

Distinguishing “High” from “Low”  

Any time an audience is present to observe the words and/or actions of a person or persons — 

theater of varying levels of quality occurs. Great theater is not the vain pursuit of applause and 

popularity. Vanity and the lust for approval for profit and pleasure are show business, marketing 

and advertising—the lowest forms of theater. Low theater tries to tell people what they want to 

hear in an attempt to manipulate them; it pretends and persuades. Good theater is an authentic 

search for truth and transformation. Serious people such as educators, attorneys, accountants, 

business leaders, doctors and all other professionals who work with meaningful ideas and need to 

comply with standards of ethical and social responsibility must be able to distinguish real theater 

art from mere entertainment and sales when looking for exemplars.  
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Theatrical Literacy is a Requirement of Professional Competence and Advancement  

The classroom, the court room, the board room, the professional conference, and the webcast, the 

TV and radio studio are theaters. Theatrical literacy is as important to an educated person as the 

literacy of the written word. A lack of theatrical literacy severely hampers a professional’s 

effectiveness. A managing partner of a large law firm once complained of a brilliant senior 

associate who lacked presentation skills. The lawyer was exceptional in all ways but one. He was 

a theatrical illiterate. What are we going to do with this guy? the partner pleaded. We can’t make 

him a partner when he can’t go to court or make presentations and market for new business. This 

brilliant man’s ignorance of theater art, if unaddressed, would limit him to a career of writing 

excellent briefs for other lawyers in a back office. If the ignorance were addressed and 

eliminated, the man would be positioned to be groomed as a future leader of the firm. Theater 

can teach professionals the essential skills of communication and presence which are needed to 

excel and lead in their chosen fields.  

Theater is the Means with Which We Share Our Minds’ Beautiful Interior Abstractions 

with Our Communities in Our Beautiful Concrete Exterior World  

Imagine a car manufacturer that produces a terrific car but has developed no means of delivering 

the car to its affiliated dealers. The manufacturer is not going to sell many cars. Theatrical skills  

are the means with which a professional delivers his or her information, analysis and insight. The 

greatest content is useless if it is not shared and interactive with clients and colleagues.  

Professional Presentations Are Theater  

Anyone who teaches skills related to public speaking, teaching and presenting teaches theater 

whether they know it or not. The theatrical formula: X people in Y space at Z time equals 1 

applies any time a person or persons appear before and interact with a group. People in a certain 

place engaged in a common activity create a specific moment of shared experience. That 

moment—the present who, what, where, what, when and sometimes why is the creative medium 

of the art of theater. Making that moment a work of art is the essence of theater. A PowerPoint 

presentation faces the exact same challenges and opportunities related to facilitating group 

experience as a Broadway opening.  

Professionals Already Know That They Work In, and Learn From, the Theater  

Why do so many lawyers and judges quote Shakespeare in court, teachers search for role-playing 

activities to engage their students, and sales managers hire comedians and musical acts for their 

annual meetings? They know, at the very least intuitively, that the presentation skills that they 

employ in their respective professions were invented and developed originally in the theater and 

that theater itself is an aspect of what they do. No one knows how to relate to an audience better 

than an accomplished person of the theater.  

Participation in theatrical production should be required study at every level of education. Since 

it isn’t, sincere and ambitious professionals should seek out theater training on their own. 
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Understanding how theater is made is as necessary as learning how to write well or participating 

in physical education. If you have not developed such understanding from your general 

experience, education and training you are lacking a necessary tool for living and working 

effective ly.  

Making Theater is a Universal and Fundamental Aspect of Our Shared Humanity—If You 

Need to Relate to Other People, You Need to Understand Theater  

Theater is a fundamental part of human nature. Humans have shared experience in public forums 

as a means of affirming community and facilitating social evolution since dances and 

pantomimes were shared near a tribal fire in prehistoric times. The contemporary popularity of 

dramatic sporting events shows the desire and need we naturally feel for such experience.  

We are all audience members at times, and at other times players on the stage. Being an attentive 

audience member is one way that we learn how to play. Each authentic piece of theater art 

directs audiences to go forth and create. Great theater liberates and leads to concrete and positive 

action. Great theater involves contemplation and initiation of deeper consciousness of individual 

and collective humanity. Even a prosaic presentation regarding compliance with company 

policies should have this creative dimension. When it does the necessary if mundane information 

is disseminated more accurately and memorably and a beneficial intangible influence on the 

work and lives of those present may be released.  

Theater is All about Learning—In Character  

Stephen Sondheim, the great writer of musical theater, makes two points relevant to our 

discussion here...theater is teaching; and writing is acting. Every time you present before an 

audience you are creating a theatrical experience—a story. Story occurs when one, some or all of 

the people in a space over a defined time learn something and in so doing transform in some 

manner. The transformation could be professional, intellectual, existential, spiritual, artistic, 

communal, cultural, societal and/or personal. Telling or acting out stories in real time is the way 

that theater teaches.  

When you create and deliver your theatrical message you must inhabit a character or 

characters—act—as writers such as Sondheim and the actors cast in their plays do in their 

theaters. The presentational form requires personality not merely the dissemination of dry, purely 

objective information. If you are in a physical space with other people you need to be personally 

present or they will—at least sub-consciously and perhaps consciously—be resentful of your 

imposition on their time. Personal presence provides your audience with emotional, even 

existential or spiritual truth in addition to the intellectual insight and technical information that 

you have prepared. Your conscious and developed character adds a basis for personal connection 

to the crowd, the immediacy of relation to the moment and the possibility of story.  

Developing a character for your presentations does not have to be an act of imagination. You 

don’t have to inhabit a multitude of characters as Stephen Sondheim does. Explore your actual 

persona—not analytically but through experience, by observing yourself as if viewing another 
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person; and heighten and inhabit that person to a larger scale when appearing before an audience. 

More than your voice has to be amplified in order to share your story all the way to the last row.  

Theater Can Be Immediate, Rough, Holy Or (Ugh!) Deadly  

The theater director Peter Brook in his famous book The Empty Space described the four ways 

that stories are presented in the theater: immediately, roughly, in a holy way and in a deadly way. 

Good theatrical presentations possess one, two or all three of the first qualities and never possess 

the fourth.  

Immediate Theater is of the moment. The actor or actors’ presence and awareness heighten a 

sense of the here and now. All in attendance experience present reality. Brook says that such 

theater leaves a trace on the mind and soul. It is learning beyond mere mastery of a skill or fact. 

Whenever an audience is inspired, shocked, challenged, loved, moved to action and above all 

changed because something unforgettable has happened to them presently and on a deep level, 

immediate theater has occurred.  

Rough Theater makes use of what’s available. It doesn’t require elaborate lighting, stadium 

seating, costumes—or really any material object besides performers and audiences. Brook once 

took a troupe on a tour of small villages in Africa and simply had his actors perform for locals on 

clear patches of land. A virtue of Rough Theater is that it shows that the entire world is indeed a 

stage and makes acting less precious and more real. It also is a strongly focused theater. Niceties 

are dispensed with and messages are delivered purely and clearly without distraction.  

Unsurprisingly, excellent examples of Holy Theater are religious services. Secular artists, 

William Blake and Albert Einstein come to mind immediately but there are many others  

 (including Peter Brook at times), also write for and perform on a holy stage. The purpose of 

Holy Theater is to remove the audience from the everyday and here and now to consider unseen 

aspects of existence—relations to the eternal and beyond linear time. It is a specific type of 

theater with a specific purpose.  

Unfortunately there are many examples of Deadly Theater: mirthless situation comedies on 

television accompanied by digitally manufactured laugh tracks, lifeless and bloated touring 

productions of Broadway musicals with the performance equivalent of paint-by-numbers kits 

instead of authentic interpretation and feeling, interminable PowerPoint presentations delivered 

by speakers who read in a monotone from densely worded slides and fail to make eye contact 

with the people before them, classes taught by teachers who barrel through material without 

noticing whether or not students are following what they are saying. Deadly Theater occurs 

whenever presenters talk at instead of to and phone-it-in instead of expending the energy to be 

present and connect with the individuals of the audience.  

The Deadly and Annoying “Expert”—Lively Theatrical Presentation Involves Discovery, 

Learning in Real Time  
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A particularly annoying practitioner of Deadly Theater is the “expert” who thinks that actually 

communicating with one’s audience is a sign of frivolity and that seriousness is only possible 

when warmth, humor and human connection are avoided. Such professionals are trying to 

maintain power over their audiences. They are implicitly ordering their listeners to honor their 

expertise and follow their directives. These orders ultimately are unprocessed and ignored and 

such speakers only effectively master the power to bore. This lack of openness makes it 

impossible for such a presenter to effectively teach and learn from his audience and the 

experience of presenting. It is a terrible approach in a classroom, a boardroom, a court room—or 

anywhere else in a free society. Theater leads writers and actors to transform as well as 

audiences. Great theater and presentations are on the frontier of knowledge and experience. 

Kevin Spacey discovered the new during his 200th consecutive performance of Richard III. 

Anyone who feels that he knows everything about his topic—doesn’t. We go onstage to learn.  

Making Theater Does Not Require Talent—You Make It When You Share Your Best Self 

with Others Who Do the Same In a Public Place  

If any reader is feeling a bit overwhelmed at this point, please take a deep breath and relax. 

Theater is the most democratic of art forms. It does not require “talent” as, say opera or ballet do. 

The great teacher of improvisational acting, Viola Spolin opened her seminal book Improvisation 

for the Theater with the simple but loaded sentence: Anyone can improvise. Theater is not about 

displaying natural gifts. It is created with commitment to, and execution of words and actions in 

service of, values—the greatest of which are honesty, authenticity, humility, vulnerability and 

openness to others.  

Enough talk! Theater can teach you just about anything. You just have to get up and do it. The 

moment will sing to you.  

Some Sample Improvisation Class Lesson Plans to Develop Basic 

Communication, Case Argument and Public Speaking and Presenting 

Skills for Professionals (In this instance, Lawyers)  

THREE CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION CLASSES:  

Everyone can act. Everyone can improvise...We learn through experience and experiencing, and 

no one teaches anyone anything. If the environment permits it, anyone can learn whatever he or 

she chooses to learn; and if the individual permits it, the environment will teach him or her 

everything it has to teach.  

Viola Spolin  

Improvisation for the Theater  

Improvisation is most widely known as an approach to acting for the theater most often used in 

comedy. At its roots, however, improvisation is an educational method used in the teaching of 

communication skills. The pedagogy of improvisation recognizes that experience is the best 
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teacher. These classes are NOT lectures or demonstrations. Attorney-Participants will be 

required to be “on their feet” and communicating, and also to serve as attentive audience for the 

other participants.  

Participation in the classes described below helps lawyers train themselves to be more effective 

communicators in the office, boardroom, courtroom and classroom, and to work more effectively 

as members of teams when necessary. These communication skills, when mastered, have great 

practical benefits which will increase lawyers’ competency in the practice of law.  

These classes identify what is at the seemingly simple heart of communication tasks related to a 

lawyer’s responsibilities. Examining a witness, for example, is on one basic level, asking 

questions and listening to the answers. The professional and intellectual complexities and 

objectives which go far beyond that basic level can be frustrated when simple communication 

skills aren’t executed well. First things first. The most brilliant and prepared attorney will often 

not prevail if her voice cannot be heard in a court room; if she does not listen to a deponent with 

detailed specificity; if she cannot spontaneously organize her message in a clear and cogent way 

adapted to her audience; etc. Attorneys have to relate to, talk to, and listen to people in all sorts 

of settings. Great attorneys are great communicators, no matter what their role or function.  

Each exercise (game) offered in the classes will target fundamental skills needed in effective 

communication (listening and projecting one’s voice for example). After each exercise the 

instructor and participants will, in group discussion, reflect on how the communication task was 

completed. Participants will finally discuss how they will apply the lessons learned to their legal 

practice.  

Since the classes’ benefit lie in observing and analyzing the experience of the Attorney- 

Participants, they are appropriate for all levels of skill and experience.  

These classes are merely an introduction to improvisation for lawyers and its applications to 

improving attorneys’ communication skills. Each class is an autonomous whole, and can be 

taken individually; OR it can be experienced in tandem with one or both of the other classes; OR 

it can also serve as the introductory class in an eight-session course that specifically applies 

improvisation to the skill set addressed by the class. Proposals for those courses will be made 

available on request. The eight-session courses can be delivered on a weekly or bi-weekly basis, 

or in the form of a two day “retreat.”  

The games worked through in the classes are executed in a light and enjoyable way. The 

following shorthand terms of art are used in the game descriptions: where refers to an 

environment; who refers to a character; what refers to an action or activity.  
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CLASS DESCRIPTIONS  

I. INTRODUCTION TO IMPROVISATION FOR LAWYERS I: BASIC COMMUNICATION 

SKILLS FOR ATTORNEYS, AN OVERVIEW  

Audience: Any attorney who wishes to improve her communication skills. Class Syllabus: 

GAMES 

 

1 It’s Our Problem  

Skill Focus: Team Building  

Description: All of the players in the class explores the height, width and depth of the 

performance space together, with certain restrictions: one-person-at-a-time, everyone moves at 

least three times, no hesitation of motion. The group must cooperate and work together to solve 

the problem creatively. There is no one way to do the exercise.  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise aid in working in a team: 

directing non-lawyer assistants? Receiving direction from managing attorneys? Managing 

subordinate attorneys? Building useful rapport with clients? Attorneys from other firms? 

Networking with associations?  

2. Exposure  

Skill Focus: Confidence  

Description: Players simply stand silently in front of the audience. This is job-one in presenting 

information in the courtroom, classroom, boardroom etc.  

Discussion: Each participant relates an experience as an attorney appearing in court, public 

speaking, teaching or presenting information to a group. What “worked”? What problems were 

encountered? Did they feel “natural”? Nervous? Did they “connect” with their audience? Why or 

why not?  

3 Listening to the Environment  

Skill Focus: Awareness  

Description: All sit quietly for one minute and listen to sounds in the immediate environment. 

They then compare the sounds that they heard: birds, traffic etc.  
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Discussion: How can the lessons learned from the experience of the exercise aid in awareness of 

detail when taking depositions? Awareness of detail in client intake? Awareness of detail in 

interviewing and investigating?  

4. Contrapuntal Examination 

Skill Focus: Listening, Concentration Time: 20 mins.  

Description: One player sits between two other players. He or she has to testify while one of the 

other players performs an improvised “direct examination” and the other player performs an 

improvised “cross-examination.”  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise relate to basic listening and 

reacting skills needed when examining witnesses at trial? Increasing quickness of lawyer’s 

response to circumstances before her in trial situation? Hearing multiple messages 

simultaneously in any situation?  

5. Conversation with Involvement 

Skill Focus: Physicality while Speaking  

Description: Players agree on a simple discussion topic. They then proceed to create a scene 

involving eating a large meal while keeping up the conversation.  

Discussion: What do you do with your hands in court? While teaching or speaking? How about 

posture? Body language? What do you want to convey? How do you “play” it?  

6. Begin and End Skill Focus: Clarity  

Description: Player creates a simple scene establishing who he or she is, where he or she is, and 

what he or she is doing. Then the player re-does the scene breaking it down into beats by saying 

“begin” and “end” at the start and finish of every action, statement etc. Example: “begin”— 

player picks up hat---“end”. “Begin”--- player puts hat on head---“end.” “Begin”---- player takes 

overcoat off a hook---“end.” “Begin”--- player puts on overcoat---etc.  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise relate to “headlining” 

when examining witnesses? Organization of opening statements? Closing arguments? Speeches? 

Presentations? Lectures? Writing? Speaking slowly and clearly?  

7. Closing Discussion 

Skill Focus: Application of Basic Communication Skills to Legal Work  

Description: How has this exposure to these basic communication exercises make you think 

differently about how you communicate as you perform your work as a lawyer, if at all? Name 

one concrete way that you will apply the lessons learned in your experience in this seminar to 

tasks that you perform as an attorney.  
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Suggested Reading: Spolin, Viola. Improvisation for the Theater. Evanston, Illinois: 

Northwestern University Press. 1990.  

Palmer, Parker. The Courage to Teach. San Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass. 1998.  

Ailes, Roger. You Are the Message. New York, New York: Bantam, Doubleday Dell Publishing 

Group, Inc. 1995.  

Lubet, Steven. Modern Trial Advocacy. Louisville, Colorado: National Institute of Trial 

Advocacy. 2009.  

II. INTRODUCTION TO IMPROVISATION FOR LAWYERS I: BASIC COMMUNICATION 

SKILLS FOR TRIAL PRACTIONERS  

Audience: Any trial attorney who wishes to improve her communication skills. Module Syllabus: 

GAMES  

1. Group Story 

Skill Focus: Storytelling  

Description: All of the players in the class stand in a circle and together function as a single 

narrator of an improvised story. Players will alternately tell the story one word at a time, one 

sentence at a time, one brief “chapter” at a time.  

Discussion: What are the elements of a persuasive story? Did the improvised story have a theme? 

A theory? A cast of characters? A chronology of events? Was the story told in chronological 

order? Flashbacks? How can the lessons of this exercise be applied to planning your case-in- 

chief at trial? Performing your opening statement? Your closing argument?  

2. 60 Second Story 

Skill Focus: Storytelling  

Description: Each player sits silently and listens as the instructor says “begin” and “end” for a 

60-second interval. This is what 60 seconds “feel” like. The player is then asked to tell the story 

of their day thus far in exactly 60 seconds.  

Discussion: How was the story organized? Did it “fit” the 60 seconds? Were the facts in the story 

offered with primacy and recency---emphasizing what the player thought was the most 

important? Did the player start strong and end strong? How can the lessons of this exercise be 

applied to performing your opening statement? Your closing argument?  

3. Questions Game 

Skill Focus: Forming Leading Questions  
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Description: Two players are given suggestions of who they, where they are and what they are 

doing by the other players. They are then instructed to perform a scene where they can only 

communicate with each other in sentences that are in the form of a question.  

Discussion: Did the players use leading questions? Incremental questions? Sequenced questions? 

Listen to their partner and insist on answers? Did the players’ questions control the scene? 

Which player maintained most control of the scene? Why? Did a player reassert control? How? 

Were any of the questions derogatory? Unfairly discrediting the other player? How can the 

lessons of this exercise be applied to your cross examination skills?  

 

 

4. Contrapuntal Examination 

Skill Focus: Listening, Concentration  

Description: One player sits between two other players. He or she has to testify while one of the 

other players performs an improvised “direct examination” and the other player performs an 

improvised “cross-examination.”  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise relate to basic listening and 

reacting skills needed when examining witnesses at trial? Increasing quickness of lawyer’s 

response to circumstances before her in trial situation?  

5. Directing Game 

Skill Focus: Witness Preparation and Direct Examination  

Description: Each player will take turns directing two other players in a scene. She will instruct 

the two players as to who they are, where they are and what they are doing. She will then “side- 

coach,” suggest to the players lines of action in the scene as they perform. Some side-coaching 

technique will have been modeled by the instructor in previous exercises.  

Discussion: Did the director “topically organize” the scene? Did the scene start strong and end 

strong? Did the director interrupt the action? Add flow? Give separate attention to details? Use 

short open directions? Use incremental questions? Make the actors look good? What lessons 

learned from the experience of the exercise relate to preparing witnesses for trial? Direct 

examination at trial?  

6. Closing Discussion 

Skill Focus: Application of Basic Communication Skills to Trial Practice  

Description: How has this exposure to these basic communication exercises make you think 

differently about how you communicate as you perform your work in trial practice, if at all? 

Name one concrete way that you will apply the lessons learned in your experience in this 

seminar to tasks that you perform at trial.  
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III. INTRODUCTION TO IMPROVISATION FOR LAWYERS I: BASIC 

COMMUNICATION SKILLS FOR PUBLIC SPEAKING, TEACHING AND PRESENTING  

Audience: Any ISBA Law Ed presenter, any attorney engages in public speaking, and any 

attorney who teaches and/or trains groups in any setting who wishes to improve her 

communication skills.  

GAMES 

1. Calling Out 

Skill Focus: Voice Projection  

Description: The players break out into groups of three to perform a brief and simple scene. 

Where they are, who they are and what they are doing is agreed upon. Where they are should, of 

necessity be a place where they have to call to each other across a wide distance. (Example: 

mountain climbers connected by a long rope.)  

Discussion: Could the players be heard given the “reality” of the situation and distance? Did the 

players yell? Use their voices strongly? Were their words clear? How fast did they speak? How 

slowly? How can the lessons learned by the exercise be applied in speaking, teaching and 

presenting? Using microphones?  

2. Unusual Where 

Skill Focus: Adapting to Audiences and the Physical Environment  

Description: One player is designated as the “speaker” or “teacher.” The speaker/teacher will 

then be assigned a topic and told to give a speech or lecture regarding that topic. A where will 

then be assigned where a speech or lecture would not usually be given. (Examples: a train 

station, a busy kitchen in a large restaurant.) Each other player in the class will then, one-at-a- 

time, enter the “Unusual Where” and establishes an object, as well as who they are. The 

speaker/teacher must then present her speech in that place and to those people.  

Discussion: Was the speaker/teacher heard? Was she heard by each other player in the where? 

How did she deal with the “Unusual Where?” How did she deal with the different characters in 

the where? How can the lessons learned by the exercise be applied to adapting to different 

physical settings where one is speaking or teaching? To different audiences?  

3. Gibberish 

Skill Focus: Connecting to an Audience, Body Language, Modulation in Tone  

Description: One player stands in the performance area. He is to sell or demonstrate something to 

the audience using gibberish as his spoken “language.” When he is finished, the other players are 

to guess what he is selling or demonstrating.  

Discussion: Did the player maintain direct communication with the audience? Did he see the 

audience or stare at them? How did he use his body? How did he modulate his voice? How can 
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the lessons learned from the experience of the exercise aid in public speaking? Teaching? 

Presenting?  

4. Teaching Game  

Skill Focus: Teaching  

Description: Two players decide on a where and on who they are. They both alternately have the 

same what: to teach the other player. (Examples: how to use a camera, play a guitar.)  

Discussion: Did the teaching player honor the integrity of her student? Did the teacher adapt to 

obstructions and special circumstances that the student presented to her? Did the teacher show 

mastering of the subject matter that she was teaching? Why or why not? Was the teaching 

imparted as a conversation or a lecture? How could the lessons of teaching an individual in a 

one-on-one situation be applied to teaching to groups?  

 

5. Lecture Game 

Skill Focus: Public Speaking, Teaching, Presenting 

 

Description: Player gives a three-minute lecture to other players on any topic of his choice.  

Discussion: What was your first impression of the speaker? Did you visualize what she was 

communicating? If so, why? Who was she? What did she do with her eyes? Her hands? Her 

body? Did she listen to the audience? How? Was she prepared to teach her subject? Did she 

make the student comfortable? Did she challenge the student? Did she control the atmosphere? 

Was she energetic?  

6. Closing Discussion  

Skill Focus: Application of Basic Communication Skills to Public Speaking, Teaching and 

Presenting  

Description: How has this exposure to these basic communication exercises make you think 

differently about public speaking, teaching and presenting, if at all? Name one concrete way that 

you will apply the lessons learned in your experience in this seminar to public speaking, teaching 

and presenting.  

A Sample Improvisation Class Lesson Plans to Develop Basic 

Communication, Case Argument and Public Speaking and Presenting 

Skills for Professionals (In this instance, Graduate Business Students)  

The following are notes regarding matters that I was asked to consider at the 2/28/14 Liautaud 

Orientation planning meeting.  
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“About Me” Memo Assignment (to be distributed to attendees prior to the event)  

You are required to write a brief memo in preparation for the orientation. Please have a print 

copy with you at all breakout sessions as it will be used as source material for some of event’s 

activities. Follow the topic, sub-topics and format outlined below:  

About Me  

I. My reasons for attending the Liautaud Graduate School of Business  

II. My immediate career goals  

III. My long-term career goals  

IV. My present and past employment  

V. Non-employment related activities that I enjoy  

VI. An assessment of my strengths---what I am good at  

VII. An assessment of my weaknesses---what I am not good at  

VIII. One thing that I have done in my life, professionally or otherwise, for which I am most 

proud  

IX. The reasons why I deserve an opportunity to do what I want to do professionally  

X. A one-sentence statement that lays out what I want to do and what experiences and skills 

I have that qualify me to do it.  

Use full sentences (and not sentence fragments) in the memo.  

Icebreaker Session Plan  

The Icebreaker session will last 30 minutes. It has 3 primary objectives: to introduce students to 

one another, encourage camaraderie in the cohort and introduce basic improvisation techniques 

that will be useful in the “Elevator Speech” and case presentation sessions later in the program.  

The Icebreaker session should be facilitated at a very rapid pace and with a sense of urgency.  

Minutes1-2: Students enter room. They are instructed NOT to sit down and to proceed to the 

performance area.  

Minutes 2-5: Students are instructed to walk through the space making eye contact with their 

peers as they pass; then to avoid eye contact; then to maintain uncomfortably long eye contact; 

then to say hello as they pass; then to introduce themselves.  

Minutes 5-10: Students are asked to form groups of 5 or 6. They are told to tell a coherent story 

using one word at a time; then with each member saying a sentence; then a paragraph. The 

facilitator(s) will walk through the group side-coaching to keep students on task. The point here 

is not to get perfect improvisational technique but to get participants into a mode of spontaneous 

problem-solving.  
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Minutes 10-15: The students’ attention is directed to a white board or pad with the words: 

Introduction 

Background 

Issues  

Considerations Recommendations Conclusions Summary  

Each word will be defined for the students. In this next exercise we want you to remain in your 

groups and do several things. We want you to introduce the concept: TOMATO to people who 

have never encountered a tomato. We want you to provide a history of the tomato, its 

background that brought it to the present day. We want you to discuss issues faced by the 

TOMATO and considerations that should be kept in mind while dealing with tomatoes. We want 

you to make recommendations for the future of TOMATO and finally conclude your comments. 

We’ll deal with the summary later.  

Minutes 15-25: Students will be side-coached: Introduction! Build it with each person offering a 

paragraph apiece...Background! And so on...Once they have gone through to conclusions side- 

coach: OK, now one person do each element-in-total in a paragraph...one individual takes 

responsibility for the entire introduction, one person takes responsibility for the entire 

background etc...and they will be coached if necessary to have one person do a paragraph 

introduction, the next a paragraph background etc.  

Minutes 25-30: Everyone will be asked to be seated. Each group will then be asked to stand in 

front of the seated cohort and give an executive summary of their presentation. Each member 

will do a one-sentence summarized introduction, background etc. through to conclusions.  

Note: It is important to get the participants focused on the intricacies of the exercise so that they 

forget any self-consciousness and are immersed in the task at hand.  

“Elevator Speech” Session Plan EXERCISES (60 minutes in all)  

1 It’s Our Problem (10 minutes)  

Skill Focus: Communication, Contact  

Description: All of the players in the class explore the height, width and depth of the 

performance space together, with certain restrictions: one-person-at-a-time, everyone moves at 

least three times, no hesitation of motion. The group must cooperate and work together to solve 

the problem creatively. There is no one way to do the exercise.  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise aid in relating to others in 

group setting? In communicating within brief windows of time? With new people? Networking?  

2. Exposure (5 minutes) Skill Focus: Confidence  
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Description: Players simply stand silently facing each other for a timed-minute in front of the 

audience.  

Discussion: Each participant relates an experience public speaking, teaching or presenting 

information to a group; to an individual. What “worked”? What problems were encountered? Did 

they feel “natural”? Nervous? Did they “connect” with their audience or other individual party? 

Why or why not? What’s the difference between talking to a group and talking to an individual? 

What does a minute “feel” like?  

3 Explore and Heighten Autobiography (10 minutes)  

Skill Focus: Authenticity, Listening, Imagination  

Description: Player 1 improvises a one minute statement based on their “About Me” memo. 

Player 2 mirrors and embellishes that statement. Player 1 mirrors and embellishes Player 2’s 

statement and so on.  

Discussion: Was Player 1’s initial statement clear? Did it cover the major points asked for in the 

“About Me” memo? Did Player 1 engage Player 2 or just recite information? Did Player 2 hear 

Player 1’s initial statement with detail? What did Player 2 add to Player 1’s initial statement? 

How did Player 1 respond? How did Player 1’s story change? How did the style of the story 

change? Did Player 1 discover anything new about herself in the process? Were the players 

confident? Proud? Was the future discussed? Were enthusiasms, skills and experiences linked to 

future desired activities?  

4. You Like That? (10 minutes)  

Skill Focus: Integrity, Assertiveness, Persistence, Transformation  

Description: Player 1 improvises a one minute statement based on their “About Me” memo. 

Player 2 responds with skepticism to the specific details of Player 1’s statement. Player 1 defends 

her statement and specifically asserts why it is valuable and useful. Player 2 accepts and rejects 

Player 1’s points and so on.  

Discussion: Did Player 1 clearly communicate what the “About Me” memo asks for? Did Player 

2 intelligently challenge? Did the players change in the discussion? How? Were the players open 

to one another while maintaining their differing viewpoints? Did Player 1 change Player 2’s 

point of view? Player 2 change Player 1’s? How was the discussion resolved if at all? Did the 

process change Player 1’s statement? For the better? Was it clearer? More persuasive? Less? 

Why? Or why not?  

5. Elevator Speeches (10 minutes) Skill Focus: Concise messaging  

Description: Player 1 delivers a one minute elevator speech to Player 2 based on her “About Me” 

memo.  
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Discussion: Was the player engaging? Concise? Clear? Persuasive? Would you give them a job? 

referral? Would you get a better idea of their value in a current job?  

6. Networking Party 

Skill Focus: Networking (15 minutes)  

Description: Repeat Exercise 1. “It’s Our Problem” Gradually transform the exercise into a who 

(students and business professionals) at a where (party) doing what (networking).  

Discussion: Did players connect? Were they open? Authentic? Did they stay focused on 

requirements of the exercise? Did they have fun? Did they plant seeds for future relationships? 

Did they deliver concise “elevator speeches” to one another? What’s an “elevator speech?” How 

long should it be? What is its purpose? Who should you deliver it to? Is it useful on a current 

job? How are career development and business development related? How will the skills that you 

need to get your first jobs be useful to you throughout your career? Useful to your employer(s)? 

Your colleagues? Come up with bullet points re: “elevator speech” essentials.  

 

 

 

Part III: Leadership through Public Speaking, with Some 

Notes on Teaching and Presenting  

Introduction  

Teaching is the vastest of the titled topics and is worthy of many books beyond this one and will 

treated only in passing here. Presenting is the narrowest of the three, merely involving the 

dissemination of prosaic information. Public speaking and teaching are art forms. Presenting is a 

less complicated craft, and easily mastered by good teachers and public speakers. Public 

speaking, and teaching provide potential benefits to their practitioners beyond successful 

communication with students and audiences. The act of sounding one’s voice before a group of 

others can greatly aid one’s professional and personal development. We discover ourselves in 

action not ideation. Speaking in public is not just talk. It is doing something. As we overhear 

ourselves and take notice of others’ reactions to what we say, we learn who we are.  

Public Speaking  

Effective public speaking is an act of assertive personal authenticity and open sensitivity to the 

hearts and minds of others. The virtues required to engage in public speaking are many, 

including integrity, honesty, empathy and that lawyerly virtue, professionalism, for example. To 
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think of public speaking as a public demonstration of virtues is helpful. Doing so demystifies the 

entire process of preparing and delivering a speech. An effective speaker doesn’t need to have an 

imposing presence, or considered to be good looking, or an extrovert, or a hypnotist, or---that 

loaded word that keeps so many potentially competent people from trying to do things---talented. 

She needs to be a professional sincerely in pursuit of her best self and committed to making her 

topic, audience and profession better. That’s all and that’s enough.  

An outstanding American lawyer, our second President, John Adams said, “Let us dare to read, 

think, speak and write.” Adams did not read, think, speak or write about how to win friends and 

influence people. He didn’t read, think, speak or write about his physical appearance, the timbre 

of his voice or the necessity of being popular. He dressed like a provincial lawyer, which is what 

he was. Adams was short, and in his later years, fat. He is described by his fellow members of 

the Continental Congress as “obnoxious and disliked.” Yet, his speaking greatly helped the 

instigation and execution of the most successful revolution in world history. Like all great 

leaders, he knew what he believed and he knew what his audience was ready to hear (before they 

did). Like all great speakers, he realized that speeches are tactical exercises used in the pursuit of 

larger strategic goals, and not indulgences of exhibitionism or self-promotion. Courage, purpose 

and passion trump sales seminars and cosmetic makeovers.  

The writer Henry Miller said that if you want to write effectively, “Forget yourself.” The same is 

true of public speaking. Great speakers see their words as bridges to a larger community. Public 

speaking requires boldness. John Adams boldly and repeatedly asked the Continental Congress 

to assert America’s independence from England before it acquiesced to the idea. Good public 

speakers identify what it is, large or small, that they want from the audience and ask for it. Small 

things: “Leave here with this one idea...” “Attend the conference...” “Visit our website at 

www....” Large things: Peter Finch as anchor Howard Beale in Paddy Chayefsky’s great film 

Network, “I want you to go to your window and shout ‘I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take 

it anymore!”... a public defender pleading a client’s innocence to a jury ... and so on.  

Great speakers don’t speak to win the approval of audiences. They attempt to lead audiences. At 

times they do not succeed, but that does not diminish the greatness of their public words. General 

Billy Mitchell of the U.S. Army warned of America’s lack of military air preparedness in the 

early 1920’s. In 1925, he was court martialed and found guilty of insubordination. He continued 

to speak and write on the topic as a civilian until his death in 1936. In 1941 his predictions 

became reality when the Japanese surprised the United States at Pearl Harbor. Winston Churchill 

offered many unheeded warnings about the threat of Nazi Germany throughout the 1930’s from 

his seat on a backbench of the House of Commons. On May 10, 1940, Hitler invaded the 

Netherlands. Parliament lost confidence in Neville Chamberlain and Churchill became prime 

minister. Speeches once ridiculed were remembered as great.  

Public speaking is an art form closely akin to improvisational acting. Viola Spolin begins her 

seminal book Improvisation for the Theater with a simple, powerful, and sadly during some 

oppressive times and in some oppressive places throughout history, radical sentence: “Anyone 

can improvise.” We are human beings who have the ability and the right to express ourselves.  
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We all are capable of connecting with other people. We all have something to communicate and 

share with others. We are endowed with these powers by Darwinian evolution or celestial 

intelligent design, or both, or something else. It is the way it is.  

Public speaking is an act of personal and professional) empowerment, responsibility and 

democratic participation. Rule 8.4(c) of the Illinois Rules of Professional Conduct for Attorneys 

states, “It is professional misconduct for a lawyer to engage in conduct involving dishonesty, 

fraud, deceit or misrepresentation.” This is a bedrock ethical tenet of any profession. What any 

professional must do is also happily a best practice in public speaking. A lie may manipulate but 

it will never lead. A lie may win a temporary result. Even if that result is victory or profit, the 

fruits of the lie eventually are gone and the lie’s corrosive aspect endures. A lie disserves the liar 

and the community. The truth is permanent. Its acknowledgement is the beginning of 

understanding and progress, the goals of the good public speaker. Always do your best to tell the 

truth to audiences. Some see that sentiment as naïve, or even impossible. They speak of 

“gradations of the truth” and “gray areas.” There are no gradations of truth, only gradations of 

the depth of an individual’s understanding of it. In that sense no one ever fully tells the truth 

because no one is all knowing. What is “gray” is the outer edge of the clarity of the individual 

and of collective humanity. Try to understand as well as you can and then share that 

understanding. There is no more powerful moment in public speaking than that of a truly earned 

insight frankly expressed without condescension to an audience of acknowledged equals.  

Great public speaking has a poetic aspect. Poetry always points to something else, something 

ironically beyond words. Poetry points to the eternal. Robert Frost’s “road less traveled” isn’t 

just a country path in New England. The “road” is Frost’s poetic path of divine destiny. That 

path is available to us if we choose to take it. Poetry defies death. Poetry observes that change is 

paradoxically a constant. See the seasons of the year or the decay of our physical bodies and the 

births of our descendants. Poetry says that we die on one level and endure on the next. In poetry, 

the ego dissolves (we ‘die’) and full participation in the All becomes conscious. It is therefore an 

illusion to believe that we have anything to lose while speaking in public or at any other time.  

Our life ends but Life doesn’t. “Forget yourself.” Polls famously report that more people fear 

public speaking than death. Public speaking has a lot in common with dying. Great comedians, 

those publicly speaking poets of the streets, routinely say that when they fail onstage they “died 

up there” and when they succeed they “killed.” The poetry of public speaking transcends the 

carnage. Richard Pryor laughed in the face of death and bravely refused to deny its terror. In his 

masterful concert film Richard Pryor Live at the Sunset Strip he delivered an extraordinarily 

moving and hilarious monologue about a very tough subject --- the horrible burns he suffered in 

an accident that occurred while he was free-basing cocaine. He describes his addiction and terror 

with brutal honesty. His voice has no shame. Rather he speaks with great humility about his and 

our collective weakness and frailty, and great compassion about our horror in the face of life’s 

harshest realities. His perspective of heart and humor regarding such gruesome circumstances 

transcends self and death and redeems life and love for us all. All public speakers, in the very act 

of public speaking, generously confront their finite lives in front of their friends, and in the 

process see eternity whether they know it or not. No wonder folks think it is risky. It takes guts 

to “bare one’s soul.” This ultimate victory inspired the poet William Blake to say with great joy, 
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“I go to my death singing.” Bubbling underneath the fear of public speaking is its deeper cosmic 

thrill.  

Public speaking is writing. The popular biographer David McCullough once said, “Writing is 

thinking, only better.” Many have had the experience of writing and re-writing about a topic, and 

refining their understanding in the process. Writing unearths insights, and discovers new matters 

for further research and study. Good speeches are often first thought about, then written down, at 

the very least in the form of notes, or an outline ... and finally delivered. Public speakers are 

private thinker/writers.  

The author Norman Mailer in his book, The Spooky Art, advises writers to never quote another 

writer without adding at least one new line of their own. All public speakers, therefore thinkers 

and writers, build on the foundation of those who have spoken and written before them. In the 

improvisational theater the most fundamental rule is “yes and.” Each actor must wholeheartedly 

accept what the other actor brings to a scene and add something of her own. Acceptance does not 

mean blind agreement. It means that what was previously said was heard and expanded upon.  

Paul Sills, the founder of the Second City Theater and a founding father of improvisational 

acting taught, “Play at the top of your intelligence.” Yes, and publicly speak at the top of your 

current intelligence. Note the difference between President Obama’s written “teleprompter” 

speeches when he speaks authoritatively about his developed values, policies and decisions, and 

his extemporaneous remarks that at times are more halting, and sometimes populated with “ums” 

and “ahs.” The president’s pauses communicate that his understanding (or communication 

strategy) on a topic is a work in progress. There is nothing wrong, under certain circumstances, 

with going into gray areas with your audience, and thinking out loud. It can indicate that an issue 

is unresolved, that more information is needed, or that some idea or situation has arisen that 

needs more research, reflection and consideration. It can also indicate to an audience that you are 

honest, and not presenting yourself as having present understanding regarding a topic that you do 

not. It shows openness to hearing from the audience. A speech can be a subtle invitation to a 

dialogue with the audience.  

I created a character that was the personification of uncertainty for an improvised one-man show. 

Audiences shouted suggestions for scenes at me before I even asked them to do so. My 

demeanor silently asked them to help me “think up” the show and they obliged me. A speaker’s 

true intelligence often manifests itself in how a speaker deals with what he doesn’t know. His 

true intelligence has humility. It knows what it knows and knows what it does not know. His true 

intelligence is honest. A speaker’s true intelligence learns and asks questions to learn more. It 

doesn’t just regurgitate fading facts with self-satisfaction. It leaps past the outer boundary of 

knowledge.  

Innovation is at the heart of communication. From for example, sign language for the hearing 

impaired and Esperanto in the last century, to the new forms of music and artistic expression that 

emerge today, people are endlessly creating new ways to express what they think and feel. Public 

Speaking cannot be taught like Illinois Residential Real Estate Practice. There are no statutes, 

forms or case authority to review. There is precious little legitimate general practice guidance, 

since good artists are by definition people who communicate in a personal and therefore unique 
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way. A public speaker ultimately has to, and can, create her own way. Her challenge here is not 

to learn how to speak publicly, but rather to discover the beginnings of that way.  

Woody Allen said if you want to prepare to be a film director watch a lot of movies. Watching 

practitioners of an art form that you wish to practice yourself is a good exercise. It is important to 

watch in a certain way. Don’t observe as an audience member. An audience member passively  

enjoys the effects of a work of art without analyzing its internal dynamics. Observe effective 

public speakers and other artists as if they were master magicians and you are an apprentice 

trying to figure out how they accomplish their tricks.  

People who are truly well-versed in a worthy subject are in awe of the subject’s depth and 

vastness, its unexplored frontiers, its constant transformations and the mysteries at its heart. Have 

a sense of curiosity and wonder when you speak about topics that are well known to you, and 

spontaneously respond to them with real emotion. Great film acting (actors make use of the skills 

needed when public speaking) involves thinking in front of the camera. The great Spencer Tracy 

famously advised actors to “know your lines and don’t bump into the furniture.” He was saying 

if you concentrate on your tasks your thoughts, your emotions and even your spirit will shine 

through without effort.  

Tracy knew his lines for his role in Inherit the Wind when he arrived on the set to film it. He 

discovered in front of the camera what he thought and felt about the script that was based on the 

events related to the Scopes Monkey Trial in which a high school science teacher was criminally 

prosecuted in Tennessee for teaching Darwinian evolutionary theory to his students. Tracy 

spontaneously displayed his own real anger and passion about contemporary events occurring 

while the 1920’s period film being filmed. Inherit the Wind was released in 1960. Tracy was an 

outspoken liberal politically. He perceived an anti-intellectualism in 1950’s America and was 

deeply opposed to the injustice of the recently ended McCarthy era. His performance is animated 

by what he feels and connected a theme of ignorance across generations.  

The greatest speeches have that same quality of struggle and discovery. The historian Harold 

Holzer notes that the Gettysburg Address expressed President Abraham Lincoln’s 

contemporaneous realization that the men who died on that battlefield did not only die for an 

abstraction of nationalism, but made an heroic sacrifice for human rights and the fulfillment of 

the promise of the Declaration of Independence that all men are created equal. President 

Obama’s Philadelphia speech on race during the 2008 campaign also illustrates the point. In his 

personal bittersweet struggle of separation from the Reverend Wright, he sadly and hopefully 

discovered for himself that the racial wounds of past generations were potentially giving way to 

healing in those generations’ descendants, but much work had to be done.  

All public speeches aren’t about soaring themes like freedom and equality, but all good public 

speakers create art, and art could be defined as transformation within the artist (speaker) 

skillfully expressed to an audience. Great speakers don’t just convey information when they 

speak. They reveal themselves. “Comfort in one’s own skin” when public speaking includes 

being paradoxically comfortable in moments of discomfort. The reality is that we are all 

alternately extroverted and shy, bold and timid, teachers and students... To paraphrase Walt 
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Whitman, anyone is a multitude. Great speakers are comfortable with that. They do not limit 

themselves unnecessarily and trap themselves in a prison of self-image. An example of freedom 

and ease in a natural and forever-changing public personality was the host of the Tonight Show 

in the early 1960’s, Jack Paar. He was alternately funny, sophisticated, angry, naïve, petty, 

weepy, high-minded, selfish, solid and childish. Vulnerability is the heart of creativity.  

Great comedians are the most metaphorically naked of public speakers by virtue of the fact that 

they speak from a position of no social authority. King Lear’s Fool walks a fine line between 

truth telling and keeping the favor of the king. Mediocre comedians try to divine what an 

audience thinks is funny as a way of winning its approval. Great comedians are committed to  

their personal point of view and lead the audience using shock, candor and charm. They are 

committed equally to the truth and personal survival. The previously mentioned Richard Pryor’s 

standup comedy challenged his audience’s attitudes and offered new ones. Pryor exercised moral 

leadership using profanity, racial epithets, his great wit and fearless self-revelation in his stand- 

up performances. His brave material on race contributed to cultural progress and the evolution of 

our current social attitudes.  

The most effective speeches, poetic and eternal, are tactical maneuvers that serve worldly long 

term strategies and concrete goals. The greatest public speaking echoes beyond its historical time 

and is directed to listeners including and beyond its immediate audience. The ambitious General 

Douglas MacArthur said, “Old soldiers never die, they just fade away,” to the tumultuous 

applause of a joint session of Congress in 1951. The phrase sounded profound, but it spoke to 

nothing more than an aging officer’s wistful feelings upon his retirement. The phrase did nothing 

to move the country or anyone else to any agenda, or even further MacArthur’s personal political 

ambitions. It defeated MacArthur’s intent. The general’s 1952 try for the Republican Presidential 

nomination went nowhere. How could it? His speech wasn’t eternal. It was only of the past. He 

just faded away. He died eventually too.  

In 1964, Ronald Reagan gave a television address for Republican nominee Barry Goldwater on 

the eve of the Presidential election. It was a version of what was later referred to as “The 

Speech.” In the late 1950’s and early 1960’s Reagan worked as a public speaker for General 

Electric Corporation. During that time he perfected a performance piece which spoke of public 

policy as partisan poetry. When he criticized “the welfare state” he sang of human dignity. When 

he called for a strong military he professed his love of freedom. When he railed against what he 

saw as a controlling government he expressed his faith in the creative ingenuity of an 

independent people. Goldwater was trounced in 1964, but the speech spoke to a not-too-distant 

future. In 1980, in large measure because of speeches that were essentially amplifications and 

variations on that 1964 speech, Reagan was elected President. He was hailed as “The Great 

Communicator.” Many individuals who vehemently disagreed with Reagan admitted that they 

liked him personally. His speech in the wilderness of 1964 became the clearest articulation of the 

dominant American political ideology from 1980-2000.  

Narrative is always more compelling to audiences than the dry recounting of information. Great 

speakers relay their messages through the telling of stories. The elements of a story are character, 

setting, plot and theme. There aren’t that many plots, and they have been retold for generations 
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in story after story, such as the struggle for young lovers to be together (Romeo and Juliet), the 

cancerous spread of evil (Richard III), war (Henry V), the young man’s struggle with his father 

and mother (Hamlet), the competition between the naïve and righteous and the envious and 

cunning (Richard III), and the initiation from childhood to adult responsibility (Henry V, again)...  

It’s still the same old story, a fight for love and glory, a case of do-or-die. The content of most 

speeches is not plot-driven or dramatic, and character and setting must be used to convey the 

speeches’ narrative theme. A few examples of unassuming stories that observe character and 

setting with great detail are: the tale of a deceptively ordinary day in the life of an aged pensioner 

wandering around Rome with a little dog in Vittorio Da Sica’s classic film Umberto D, (notice 

how young boys enter the frame as the old man fades into the background at the very end); the 

film and novel of a gentleman gentleman’s unconscious despair and surprising late awakening  

expressed with a walk on the boardwalk, the turning on of public lights and the quiet applause of 

a workaday crowd in Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day; and Horton Foote’s screenplay, 

Tender Mercies (a recently redeemed country singer and recovering alcoholic teaches a song to a 

little boy) These great storytellers understand that often what makes life interesting is not so 

much what happens, but rather the natural actors and places in life’s happenings.  

Public speaking, in addition to being an act of social and existential courage, is an act of self- 

mastery. A useful book, filled with exercises designed to awaken dormant creativity is The 

Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron. Cameron refers to AA’s Twelve Steps as a model to propose a 

system for people to “free themselves creatively.” She even uses the phrase “recovering 

creative.” Everyone is creatively blocked at least periodically. Creativity originates from what 

ismost open, innocent and sensitive within us that snickered at truth, the “inner child.” Public 

speakers, like all artists, have to travel to unknown places and discover something never seen or 

heard before. Even the strongest and most confident speakers are vulnerable when engaged in the 

art of connecting. The greatest speakers are like the early NASA astronauts, those cocky former 

fighter pilots and highly trained scientists and engineers, who felt humble and weak in the knees 

as they viewed the earth from a new and distant vantage point. When speakers great and small 

perform, the softer aspects of their nature must be protected by what is fiercest in their being.  

Our inner child is the essential nature that came into the world when we were born. As we 

mature, we must develop our inner warrior as we paradoxically remain childlike and authentic. 

Our child is often told by the forces of NO that making art is only the province of an elite class 

of special people with talent far beyond our own, and the privileged means to express that talent. 

We on the other hand have to work on what is assigned to us, do as we are told at all times and 

above all to be quiet. The warrior stands up to the forces of NO, and encourages the child. It is 

our right and our duty to let our lives speak. The fullest expression of our nature brings us our 

greatest joy and gifts our community with our most excellent service. Even Picasso, one of the 

most prolific and self-assured artists of all time, occasionally felt scared and unworthy. He 

retreated from his work, stayed in bed for days on end, threw temper tantrums, and worse. He 

always eventually got up and returned to his studio. He knew how to recover and repair the 

childlike wonder that had been battered by the abusive fears thrust at him by his psyche and the 

world. Pablo the child was protected by Picasso the man.  
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Many high-functioning professionals are known to suffer from one or more substance abuse or 

mental impairment issue. Most professionals who have practiced for awhile are familiar with 

many peers who have struggled with addiction and mental illness. Public speakers and other 

artists are mental and emotional acrobats. They perform amazing feats of intelligence and 

emotion at lonely and high altitudes. Just as athletes commonly experience physical injury, 

Professionals commonly suffer mental and emotional strain. When they bravely engage in the art 

of speaking publicly they place themselves at increased risk. Solitary artists through the ages 

looking for nerve and comfort have abused drugs and alcohol. Look at the tragic tales of Chris 

Farley and John Belushi.  

There is a preventive measure that can help protect a lonely lawyer/artist’s sanity. Professionals 

who publicly speak should find warm and supportive communities that support them in their art. 

Musical theater performers lavish exaggerated praise, cobra-like hugs, and extravagant kisses on 

one another, seemingly equating a rendering of Some Enchanted Evening with a cancer cure. 

Football players slap each other senseless during pre-game warm-ups affirming their individual 

and collective belief that they can dominate their opponents. There is a reason for the emotional 

excess. It is hard to sing a challenging vocal performance in front of a live audience. It is 

frightening to physically battle a large opponent for an hour. The hugs and slaps recognize that 

boastful individual bravado or mere stoic and isolated determination isn’t confidence. Authentic 

professionals need to belong to groups that reassure them “I know you can do a difficult thing. I 

think the thing and you are very important.” Real confidence recognizes that it needs the support 

of others in order to get the job done and to endure to do the job another day. Authentic 

professionals should join or create communities that will nurture and protect the ferocious 

intellects and ultra-sensitive hearts of their inner children, and where the din of competition that 

fuels negative dependencies is replaced by the calm of collegiality and friendship that leads to 

creative interdependence.  

Teaching  

All of the above that discusses public speaking applies to anyone who lectures when they teach. 

A lecture is a type of speech. Retention of the substance of a lecture greatly increases when the 

lecturer is an accomplished public speaker. Teaching also comes in many other more complex 

and interactive forms than lecture. The pedagogical approach of the class for which this book 

was written as a companion, improvisation, is an interactive teaching format. In such formats a 

teacher converses with her students and engages them to do things in their immediate 

environment.  

Teaching is in large part an act of public listening. The giftedness of a teacher may be 

demonstrated in how deeply and actively she is able to listen to her students and to respond to 

what she hears. It is the job of teacher to learn who her students are as much as it is the job of the 

students to learn the material that she shows to them.  

The teaching of any subject is potentially transformative of more than that subject. When I was a 

young actor new to the resident company at Second City, my producer Bernie Sahlins decided I 

needed more training. Sahlins referred the actor to Paul Sills who was the founding director of 

Second City twenty-five years earlier. Sills was giving improvisational acting classes in a raw 
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unfinished room off Piper’s Alley in Chicago. I attended. Those classes changed me as an artist 

and more importantly as a person. Paul Sills was a great teacher in the deepest sense of that 

word. He opened vistas of freedom and promoted a value for authenticity and truth...purity and 

grit... For all the accolades Paul Sills has received he has strangely not received his due. His was 

a tremendous positive influence on the world. Paul Sills was a great artist of the theater. His 

teaching in those classes was great art. Sills was a man of the people with elite skill...he 

magically merged elite craft with small "d" democracy. He made mediocre actors profound. And 

he led me to my highest self. Bernie Sahlins cannot be praised enough for his generosity and 

wisdom in bringing such a great teacher to the students of that time and place.  

The self-revelation needed to publicly speak effectively is even more necessary in teaching. 

Justice Antonin Scalia has observed that his law school professors did not teach him the law. He 

pointed out that the law is a dynamic thing that has changed widely and dramatically since he 

attended law school. Scalia’s professors taught him their approaches to the law, their sense of 

ethics and purpose, and their modalities of reasoning. A best practice is to deliver your dense 

substantive message with the understanding that the example of how you interact with your topic 

and listeners will most likely make a more lasting impression than the specific points of your 

presentation.  

Presenting  

After discussing the revolutionary and poetic art of public speaking and the deep and 

transformative art of teaching, this book ends, rather anti-climatically on the prosaic task of 

presenting. Whenever a presenter can elevate his presentation to an act of public speaking or 

teaching it is advisable that she do so. A good presenter is a master of her content, her delivery 

and any technology that she uses to aid in that delivery. A good TV weathercaster is an example 

of what is required to effectively present information. A good presenter is aware when the 

audience is looking at her and when it is looking at visual information that she has displayed. 

Power point slides and projected web pages should never be allowed to take so much of the 

audience’s attention that the presenter is ignored.  

An authentic professional’s application of the values inherent in the pursuit of excellence in the 

related arts of public speaking and teaching, and the craft of presenting, will transform the 

professional as a speaker, teacher, presenter, and human being. Those transformations will lead 

to greater service of the lawyer’s clients, community and the profession at large. An old folk 

saying advises, “If you want to change the world, change yourself.” The brave artist faces her 

highest potential and the world. She speaks, and a new world is discovered.  

 

 

 

Part IV: Connecting  
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Ah, not to be cut off, 

not through the slightest partition shut out from the law of the stars. The inner----what is it? 

if not intensified sky, 

hurled through with birds and deep with the winds of homecoming.  

Rainer Maria Rilke, “Ah, Not To Be Cut Off”  

Most of the difficulties that authentic professionals encounter when attempting to communicate 

with other stakeholders in their enterprises arise from a breakdown in the understanding and 

application of the soft skills of connecting and relating with others. The ability to build strong 

relationships with clients is a crucial skill for a professional to have in his toolkit, as necessary as 

his knowledge of his field and his ability to competently apply that knowledge.  

A professional’s “EQ,” emotional quotient, is as important as a professional’s IQ. Daniel 

Goleman, in his book Emotional Intelligence, writes of the multiple and multitudinous kinds of 

intelligences that all people possess in statistically measureable capacities. He catalogues 

examples of some of the skills most often associated with different occupations: verbal (law), 

mathematic (engineering), spatial (architects), musical, and kinesthetic (dance and sports). 

Goleman emphasizes that a high level of “interpersonal intelligence” is the greatest predictor of 

success in any walk of life. A person who is interpersonally smart is a leader who can nurture 

and maintain human relationships. He has insight into what other people want. Interpersonal 

intelligence allows a person to successfully interact with his professional colleagues, customers 

and clients, and the overall community. It is the common denominator of competency in any job. 

It is the ability to communicate.  

Communication skills can be learned. People possess varying amounts of natural ability in 

interpersonal intelligence, as they do in any other form of intelligence. One’s level of intelligence 

is not solely determined by one’s inherent gifts however. Interpersonal capacity can blossom and 

grow through the influence of personal desire to make it so. The drive to connect with others in 

order to serve them in an honorable way facilitates the development of communication skills in 

people regardless of their level of natural ability.  

At times the most talented communicators have the most difficulty. Interpersonal communication 

is, well, a personal matter. Unresolved hurts and misunderstandings, even from unrelated areas 

of life, can obstruct connections with others. The 2012 movie Hope Springs is about two people 

in a formerly strong marriage that have grown apart. The couple has a talent for loving each 

other, and yet they are estranged. The film looks at the deconstruction of a wall of alienation that 

was inattentively built between them over the years. In all communication a person must be 

aware of herself, the person she wants to connect with and anything in the way of the connection. 

In Hope Springs Meryl Streep plays a wife who wants to repair her marriage. She goes to great 

lengths to do so and leads her husband on the journey. They work together and alone to uncover 

what is holding them back. It is a universal story depicting the struggle to find the insight and 

courage to be open to another person. Once the couple has healed their broken relationship their 

connections with the other people in their lives are deeper and more present.  
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Superior communication ability is a requirement of the practice of a profession at a high level. 

Many professionals see developing strong communication skills as a low priority compared to 

maintaining a substantive understanding of the law and managing their legal career as a business. 

They realize that they could communicate with a higher degree of authenticity and fluidity, and 

they see the value of doing so. They decide consciously or unconsciously, however, to meet the 

minimal professional requirements in this area and focus more on what they perceive as the 

necessities of their livelihood. This attitude is a mistake. Communicating well is, in the words of 

ancient Chinese philosophy, good for “offerings to the gods, feasting guests and everyday 

consumption.” Good communication is good business.  

Take Lawyers for Example  

Take lawyers for example. Men on the street tell clichéd horror stories about attorneys who have 

represented them. This state of diminishing trust is obviously detrimental to the general 

reputation of the profession, and to the public and the legal system. Many of these stories are 

inaccurate and unfair, but much of the bitterness that inspired the stories would have never 

occurred if the attorneys involved had more effectively communicated with their clients.  

The press reports failures of public trust by leaders in business, government, religion, education 

and even sports on a seemingly daily basis. The economy is currently perceived to be poor, and 

many people feel victimized and fearful. They fear for their homes, their jobs, their businesses 

and the safety of their children. People today don’t experience public scandals as abstractions on 

a remote stage but rather view the sordid stories as reminders of the danger and pain of their own 

lives. This environment has precipitated an epidemic of public alienation from professionals of 

all kinds, including lawyers, and from other authority figures. Lawyers may find cold comfort in 

that they are not alone in their unpopularity. It is within this unhappy social climate that a lawyer 

confronts the challenge of communicating with a client. The times require lawyers to be more 

sensitive and attentive to clients than ever, and more determined to lead them to a condition of 

mutual confidence and trust.  

Lawyers, like other highly educated professionals, have long benefited from perceptions that 

they belong to an elite priesthood, and that they and they alone can decipher the law’s mystical 

meaning. This popular assessment of lawyers’ high intelligence and superior education makes 

attorneys highly valued (and therefore compensated) by clients and potential clients, but lawyers 

have also suffered from their intimidating public image. A lawyer needs the professional 

intimacy of a teacher when dealing with a client, not the detached mystery of an oracle. An 

image of specialness builds walls; a sense of equality builds bridges. Many clients have to be 

encouraged to respect a lawyer’s experience and knowledge without feeling that it is inaccessible 

to her as a member of the laity.  

A lawyer shouldn’t believe his own positive press. A lawyer is an officer of American 

democracy. His attitude toward the client should be one of service and not condescension. What 

is most idealistic is, particularly at this moment in history, also most practical. Lawyers have to 

repair their image with the many people who view them as being untrustworthy and remote. 

They have to openly meet their clients as caring equals in order to help and guide them.  
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A literary characterization of a lawyer, Atticus Finch of the book and movie To Kill a 

Mockingbird, was named the number one movie hero of all time by the American Film Institute 

(“AFI”) in 2003. People want to believe in lawyers as heroes because they want to believe in the 

possibility of a just society where their petitions are heard and their rights respected. The 

character of Atticus Finch was based in part on the character of a real Alabama attorney, author 

Harper Lee’s father. Atticus Finch is a fine exemplar of what a lawyer should aspire to when he 

communicates with a client or anyone else. Atticus listens. He instructs. He is committed to the 

assertion of the moral values of equality and justice in his words and actions. He respects others’ 

autonomous right to think for themselves and make decisions. His dignity elevates the dignity of 

those with whom he communicates.  

The practice of law isn’t a job. It is a vocation.  

A client who feels that a lawyer has not heard and responded to her needs might: fire the lawyer, 

criticize the lawyer to potential clients, withhold payment of the lawyer’s fee, file a request for 

investigation attorney’s state disciplinary commission and/or file a professional liability claim 

against the lawyer. A large majority of the complaints sent to the attorney disciplinary boards 

involving communication do not involve breakdowns of significant severity to result in formal 

disciplinary proceedings. Responding to such a complaint is time consuming and costly for an 

investigated attorney, however. Usually the grievance statements express what the clients feel 

about a lawyer’s communication style more than provide the needed clear and convincing 

evidence to show a lawyer’s misconduct.  

Unhappy clients cannot always articulate what constitutes attorney misconduct, but they can 

usually express that they feel that an attorney disrespected and ignored them. Grievances 

typically describe attorneys as arrogant, condescending, rude, aloof, lacking commitment to 

client representations, being “impossible to understand,” being uncaring and “just interested in a 

fee,” and/or use other expressions of rage and frustration. The aggrieved clients often resent a 

harsh paternalistic attitude (contrast with Atticus Finch’s fatherly approach) from attorneys. They 

see their lawyers as authoritarian, judgmental and even as punishing disciplinarians. Clients 

despair that attorneys give orders when they should be answering questions. They feel that they 

hired someone to do a job and that person proceeds to tell them what to do. Attorneys are viewed 

by many disgruntled clients as being part of an oppressive system rather than the clients’ 

advocates within that system.  

At this point an attorney---or any other professional who has dealt with disgruntled stakeholders 

--- may be yelling STOP! It takes two to tango. Many clients, disgruntled or otherwise, are 

terrible communicators. They fail to understand, or disregard, what their lawyers tell them 

despite the attorneys’ best efforts. They have difficulty expressing themselves with clarity. 

Attorneys with hard-to-reach clients have two options. They can withdraw from their blocked 

representations or they can try harder. A lawyer cannot blame a client’s poor communication 

skills for any prohibited failure to inform the client. Illinois Rule of Professional Responsibility e 

1.4(a)(1) does not say a lawyer shall make a reasonable effort to obtain the client’s informed 

consent when it is required. A lawyer has an absolute responsibility to do so.  
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Atticus Finch doesn’t blame others for “a failure to communicate.” A rule of improvisational 

acting requires the player with the highest consciousness in a scene to be the steward of the 

scene’s evolution to its proper conclusion. High consciousness is broad and deep awareness of 

one’s fellow players and possession of the wisdom that is called for in the present moment of the 

scene. A professional must develop his interpersonal intelligence to achieve that high 

consciousness and be such a steward.  

Atticus Finch persists. He employs strategies to lead others to understanding. He endures their 

anger. He is patient. There is an old saying, “First confidence, then love.” Finch deeply considers 

what he knows and believes about the law, his case and life itself. He then extends what he has 

as a gift to his listeners with full respect of their right to accept or reject it. The lack of civility in 

many in the legal profession is lamented as it should be. Decency, courtesy and kindness are 

extremely important not only in their own right, but also in the producing of fair, efficient and 

substantive outcomes. A bullying lawyer is a bad lawyer. Lies and insults distract from the 

matter at hand and cost everyone involved time and money. Ultimately the vast majority of 

abused clients (and opposing lawyers) work through the verbal violence and matters are disposed 

on their merits. All the bully has usually accomplished with his ugly behavior is delaying the 

resolution of his client’s representation and generating an unethically inflated, improper and 

unreasonable fee for the time wasted. Competent lawyers don’t have to resort to such 

distastefulness to get results. They use the law and their own skill in applying it to fight their 

battles. They don’t scream, lie or humiliate. They love their clients, the law and their life of 

service.  

Some may think that a busy professional handling many matters cannot practically give other 

stakeholders the level of personal attention discussed here. The opposite is true. Illinois Attorney 

Rule 1.4 is clear. A lawyer has to keep a client reasonably informed about the status of her matter 

and promptly comply with reasonable requests for information about it. A lawyer has to make 

time to maintain a relationship with the client. He should budget time to regularly communicate 

with all of his clients on each of his files. Too many lawyers leave the initiation of further 

communication in a continuing matter up to the client. The client calls, writes, emails or hires a 

skywriter and the lawyer responds whenever he feels that he can or when he feels he has 

addressed more important matters and is now free. If the lawyer schedules periodic times to 

communicate with his clients and adheres to the schedule a lot of client frustration and mutual 

misunderstanding can be avoided. The application of sophisticated office management methods 

will create needed time. Intelligent training techniques can prepare junior attorneys and support 

staff to assume some of the lawyer’s responsibilities and make more time for effective 

communication with clients. Organized lawyers are decisive in how they allot their time to serve 

their productivity. The requirements of Rule 1.4 are simple to understand. Compliance with the 

rule is more complex.  

Lawyers’ communication problems are human problems common to all professions.  

Communicating is a challenging, rewarding and essential aspect of an authentic professional’s 

art. Communication is the bridge between the lawyer’s knowledge and savvy and the world. It is 

an essential professional skill that can be learned and developed throughout the course of his 

career, and is necessary to his livelihood.  
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Friends and Non-Friends 

In times of transition a peculiar cavalry arrives. No horses or rifles are involved. They make no 

arguments on my behalf. They confront no enemies. 

They offer simple affirmation. 

My wife, Paula, goes to Milwaukee to see friends. One friend, a young woman with an Ivy 

League pedigree tells Paula, “I know Rick is not working.” Unbeknownst to me, this friend reads 

my blog.  That’s how she knew. “He’s such a good writer. He should just write.” 

Paula strongly agrees. My wife is my greatest friend and her support means everything. 

Everything. 

Several Facebook friends like my writing. Thumbs up icons. Hearts. They make positive 

comments.  “Wow.” “A fine writer.” “Does anyone know a publisher?” “This should be in 

Rolling Stone.” “I love this!” The Facebook friends share my writing on their pages and in 

groups. They show me that my work has meaning to others, not just me. Their approval is not 

what counts. What matters is that they are there. They are not the broader audience for which my 

work is ultimately intended. They are more than that. They are the prophets who tell me that my 

audience exists. 

An old dear friend, who I have known since my Second City days in the 1980s, invites me to join 

a small business networking app. She provides me with a tool of independence, but more 

importantly she tells me in that simple action that I deserve that independence. 

When I was working as a lawyer in the Prudential Building, I went to the coffee place in the 

basement one day. I ran into two non-friends from Second City who also know my old dear 

friend. The non-friends work in advertising. They ridiculed me for working for a living. They 

ridiculed me for being a lawyer. They later ridiculed me for being an academic. I am certain that 

they would ridicule me for writing, particularly writing of this kind, now. They ridicule the 

transformations of my life, a life of growth that rejects  ladders. 
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Friendship is not found in membership in the Second City, or any other kind, of alumni 

association. The memory of the non-friends’ ridicule, a competitive social transaction that I am 

sure the non-friends have long forgotten —I’m sure that they have several such interactions 

every day — lives on in my hippocampus — in a minor key not as severe as the attempted rape 

of Dr. Blasey-Ford. The non-friends wanted to create doubt, and they succeeded in a limited 

way. They did not paralyze me. They only gave me difficult moments — a harassing feeling to 

contemplate and overcome when things were up in the air. Their goal was to make things harder 

for me and to make me feel alone. Their cunning was to exploit my naive belief that they were 

my friends. Their cunning reveals their fear. They are smart men, maybe among the smartest. 

They saw what was strong in me and wished to conquer it. They wanted to win some contest in a 

league that I never joined. 

Smart fearful men conspire to lay low the greatness available to all of us who live with loving 

and earnest openness and innocence. We are vulnerable to hurt and disappointment to honor the 

potential for joy. 

The joy of friendship. 

Winning is an illusion.  The winner believes he has conquered fear, but as Dallas Cowboy Duane 

Thomas said in the 1970s, “If the Super Bowl is the ultimate game, why are they going to play it 

next year?” 

Love is what conquers all. 

Judas was the smartest apostle. Salieri saw Mozart’s greatness with greater insight than any of 

Mozart’s other contemporaries. Betrayal is not reserved to be inflicted upon men and women of 

genius, and upon the divine. We are all people of genius and we all have god within us. Our 

choice to accept that reality or not determines what we create or destroy in our finite lives and in 

eternity. 

A great mistake would be to respond to non-friends’ competitive violence with violence. My 

dear old friend redeems me from this old recurring pain and temptation with an invitation to a 

networking app. She saves me from the hell of retribution — if only in a theater of arguments in 

my mind. I focus on her love, and the non-friends disappear. They transform into something else 

— sad people worthy of compassion while in a hell  — or purgatory, it’s up to them — incapable 

of friendship. Not people to be saved. People to be understood. 

My dear old friend healed my wound of doubt. And she has never even known about the ridicule 

in the coffee shop. That’s how it works. Friendship is the field of unintended miracles. 
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The non-friends would laugh at my sensitivity here. They continue to live their lives like a pick-

up basketball game. I get it now. 

In 2018, millions of non-friends are agitated. They panic. This is true at any time, at any point in 

history. 2018 is one of the moments when the crisis of non-friendship is apparent to just about 

everybody. Non-friendship is in a heightened and extreme state. The addiction to success forces 

armies of non-friend junkies to commit acts of escalating malevolence. 

Millions of non-friends live in this state of fierce and spiritually constipated animation. They 

believe that war, the most unforgiving competition, leads to accomplishment. They assess their 

lives quantitatively — body counts, delight in the suffering of others. The qualitative, love, is 

ignored. “I live. You die. I win.” 

Their toughness denies them friendship and meaning. Their toughness denies them their 

vulnerability. Their toughness denies them life itself. 

Other millions live in friendship. The capacity to give and accept friendship is a gift. In Catholic 

school it would be called a manifestation of God’s grace. The friends bear witness to their divine 

gift. That witness drives the non-friends to exaggerated and ever-greater degrees of manic 

lunacy. The non-friends fear love, because love acknowledges death. Love respects reality. 

Non-friendship is a severe mental illness. The craziest people aren’t in asylums. Life is short and 

eternal. Make it count. Non-friends can’t handle that truth. So they play act a murderous fairy 

tale. 

Fear meets love whether either “side” likes it or not. Fear is driven to dominate. Love rejects 

cliques, so the subjugation of the fearful is out of the question. All men are created equal. 

Condescension and oppression are perverse. 

The current American conflict is superficially described as “tribal.” It is not tribal. It is a moral 

struggle. We are all Jesus, Mozart and Trump in differing degrees and in a myriad of good and 

bad personal qualities. Even something in Trump himself knows right from wrong. We are all 

born with a conscience, and a desire to love and be loved. Non-friends heavy on the Trump can’t 

be persuaded. Trying to convince them is a fool’s errand. When lousiness is so prevalent, friends 

are confronted with a challenge and an opportunity. If we can accentuate the Jesus and Mozart, 

and eliminate as much of the Trump within ourselves  as humanly possible, and don’t mess with 

Mr. In-Between, the external world will more perfectly mirror the beauty in our hearts. 

Two friends, and a child of a friend, have cancer. Another friend struggles during the months 

before a hip replacement. All three friends have bestowed on me their warmth and generosity for 
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many years. Their suffering and hope is also mine. Friendship is an honor. Friendship has no 

burden. The heaviest of things make us light. 

Years ago I suffered through a period of my life when I couldn’t see the good in the world. I 

could only see hardheartedness, bad intentions and disease. I knew that friends emerged in times 

of illness and disaster, but I saw no role for friendship in the simple struggle of living life — my 

struggle then and now. I was a person trapped in an illusion of loneliness and isolation. Your 

parents help you when you are dependent, if you are lucky enough to have loving parents. Who 

is there for you when you don’t need help — when your task is life, something that you must 

figure out and execute alone? 

Friends. 

No one can make a life for you. This is life’s challenge and it is its greatness. But as you create 

meaning — not by manufacturing reasons but rather by honoring impulses divinely imprinted in 

your soul — friends arrive. People that you know and people that you had not yet met. 

Friends. 

Friendship is one of the greatest wonders of the world — much more impressive than the Grand 

Canyon. 

Friends who say, “I see you and I love you.” 

Friends who say, “I am different than you and I am the same. What is imprinted upon your heart 

also lives in mine.” 

Friendship, not its sentimental yearning expressed in Hallmark cards, but an existential reality. 

The paradox of specific individuality and the connection of community. 

Friendship is beyond society. Society is formed out of fear. Society is a pact of mutual 

protection. 

Friendship is born in adventure. Beating cancer. Living and dying. Starting out as a professional 

writer. Restoring a democracy. 

Nothing in human history was ever accomplished by society. Everything great was accomplished 

by friendship and other forms of love. 
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Cable TV pundits opine on how to respond to fascism. Websites give direction on how to 

counter bullies. Vocational counselors advise ways to deal with bad bosses and unforgiving 

markets. Varieties of non-friendship. 

Friends know what to do by virtue of who and what they are: 

-work to understand your own soul 

-affirm the souls of others doing that same work 

-follow the demands of your authenticity with integrity 

-never compromise your soul to the demands of your enemies, but 

-love your enemies, and 

-don’t fight your enemies using their methods 

-know that whether you win or lose is not what matters 

-what matters is being true, and 

-loving what is true in others. 

The power of the powerless. 

Friends. 
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Part 5: Making and Presenting a Case  

Case Analysis and Presentation  

Case-making is an art. 

All professionals make cases. For lawyers, case-making is the central activity of their profession. 

I attempt in this section to boil case-making down to its essence. The skills of case-making are 

developed in the way people get to Carnegie Hall --- practice, practice, practice. A lawyer, for 

example applies technical rules and laws in the making of cases. Those skills are taught by senior 

attorneys and organizations like the National Institute of Trial Advocacy. Those technical skills 

are not the focus of this section. Rather, I write here about case-making from the perspective of 

ethical presence. Ethical presence is what separates competent technically skilled professional 

case-makers, take attorneys for example, from great case-makers.  Below are the bare-boned 

objectives of case-making. In my classes, my students learn the art of case-making by making 

cases. Where there is art, there is individuality. 

Introduction  

says what you are going to do and how you are going to do it and what 

you will recommend in headlines so decision makers know where you  
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are going. You EARN the right to present your  

case by showing that you have a clear vision of your argument. Headline 

what the facts, issues, analysis and recommendations are. Don’t be 

mysterious!!!!!!  

Facts are concrete details of the case presented with 

completeness and specificity. What happened? Relevancy and  

Primacy!!!! When you present facts you EARN the right  

to identify the issues because you show mastery of the situation and you 

can identify what the problems are.  

Issueslay out problems or other considerations and mirror 

recommendations. What are the Problems; questions? When we lay out  

the issues we EARN the right to analyze the situation and 

look for answers.  

Analysis looks at the facts in light of the highest level  
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abstract thought; connect those facts to highest level abstractions that 

one can find: for ex: laws, theories, histories, experience; concepts,  

philosophies: and uses Critical  

Thinking(Critical Thinking is reasonable thinking. It  

is NOT blind acceptance of any proposition not supported by reason 

(logic) and by the evidence (objective facts).  

Logic:  

• Involves premises and conclusions; sometimes views facts in light of 

high level thought.  

• Premise-based logic is like a staircase. Each step lies the foundation for 

the next step.) to give those facts coherent meaning A  

thorough analysis EARNS the 

right to make decisions or recommendations.  

Recommendations will say what  

you think decision maker(s) should do in light of your analysis. 

Recommendations answer the questions and problems addressed in the 

issues.  



 99 

Conclusion mirrors introduction; sums up.  

We’ve shown you---headlines of issues, facts, analysis and 

recommendations. Since you have completed all of your steps you have  

EARNED the right to display your argument with  

more than organized reason; you can be emotional, philosophical and 

cast your argument to a higher plain with broader implications than 

simply the case before you. You can appeal to the decision maker’s  

higher angels and ask THEM to transform and do  

something.  

Presenting Your Argument  

The practice of trial law is an art.  

Trial lawyers are storytellers. Trials are competitions between at least two stories. The stories of 

a trial have strict technical and legal limitations imposed upon the manner in which they are told, 

of course, including adherence to the rules of evidence and procedure, the necessity to address 

the elements of the applicable substantive law, and the requirements of the mechanics of the 

lawyer’s many tasks at trial such as delivering opening statements and closing arguments, 

eliciting witness testimony and introducing other evidence. A trial lawyer must pay great 

attention to these demanding limitations without forgetting that her fundamental task is to tell her 

client’s story. She must nimbly deal with the law’s requirements while at the same time 

connecting with the other people in the courtroom on a human level with wisdom and sensitivity.  

A trial lawyer is engaged in the same basic art, storytelling, as a novelist, a screenwriter, a 

playwright, an actor (improvisational or otherwise), a comedian, a theater or film director, a 

journalist, or a grandparent passing down family lore to a child. From the beginning, human 

beings have always told stories, particularly when they wanted to understand, clarify or heal. At 

the first trial two people involved in a factual dispute told their respective stories to a third party 

in the hope of finding a resolution. The law evolved from that simple and primitive starting 
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point, as has the art of the trial. This course book and its complementary class consider some of 

the skills needed to create trial art.  

The world often does not demand that a storyteller tell her stories honestly and artfully, in fact it 

may at times encourage the opposite, but as an artist and professional, a trial lawyer must adhere 

to a higher standard. Some storytellers strive for verisimilitude (accuracy and authenticity in 

description) in order to lead and teach their audiences, and some are snake oil salesmen who 

simply say what they believe the suckers want to hear in order to cunningly achieve an 

undeserved outcome. The latter group enjoys quite a bit of success. As Mark Twain said, “A lie 

can travel halfway round the world while the truth is putting on its shoes.” Dishonest stories are 

toxic waste in the stream of public consciousness. They promote delusion, ignorance, prejudice, 

ill-conceived value systems, the destruction of attention spans, the demise of critical thinking and 

other maladies of the heart, mind and community. Triers of fact can be manipulated like any 

other audience by the razzle-dazzle of pulp advocacy. Such shenanigans when in engaged in by 

an attorney adversely affect the legal profession and the public at large.  

As responsible professionals, trial attorney/artists who are learning their trade (a never-ending 

process) should work to discern which TV shows, movies, journalistic pieces, advertising and 

political campaigns, novels, and narratives presented by other lawyers at court, tell honest 

stories, and which are attempts to manipulate others. True stories are closely observed and fair in 

their telling. True stories artfully told have a point of view communicated through the 

interpretation of facts, not their distortion. Being able to distinguish a good story from a bad one 

makes a lawyer a more capable storyteller, and more aware of dishonesty in other lawyers when 

she sees it.  

A lawyer isn’t allowed to lie under any circumstances. Some may roll their eyes and claim to be 

of the “real world,” but the Illinois Rules of Professional Conduct is pretty clear on the matter. 

See Rules 3.1, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1 and 8.4(c). 8.4(c) is especially direct, “It is professional misconduct 

for a lawyer to engage in dishonesty...” In practice of course attorneys aren’t disciplined for 

every white lie that they tell, but conscientious and professional lawyers make every attempt to 

be scrupulously honest. Trial lawyers have another motivation to be truthful. They work in a 

tough and often unforgiving arena, and can face very harsh sanctions for dishonesty. Trial 

lawyers always have to know, believe, or have reason to believe that what they are saying is true. 

(Criminal defense attorneys, of course, need only argue a reasonable hypothesis of innocence. 

They cannot tell lies when presenting the story of that hypothesis.)  

Lying is not only unethical, it is inartful as well. Truthfulness in storytelling is not an abdication 

of an attorney’s duty to provide a client zealous representation. The contrary is true. A good 

storyteller knows that there is not only one story for every set of facts. The great Japanese film 

director, Akira Kurasawa famously illustrated this point about point of view in his 1950 

masterpiece, Rashomon, whose brilliant conceit is in the telling of different stories from the 

perspective of four witnesses to the same events.  

As a practical matter, the determination of pure objective truth is beyond the reach of mortal 

men, even trial lawyers. No one has the single perspective from which all truth can be observed. 

Absolute truth is a theological concept of faith, not one of civil society. Believers accept that 
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incontrovertible reality is revealed by a divine being from his perfect unobstructed vantage point. 

No mortal has that vantage point at the courthouse on a Monday morning. Our communal lack of 

godlike perspective is why we need trials and other stories and why we need the human qualities 

of empathy, honesty and the desire for justice.  

How a storyteller places emphasis on the various facts that she has to work with in large measure 

shapes the story. A film director may take an extended close up of a small child. The child is 

seated on a floor next to a closed door. His parents scream at each other off camera in the next 

room beyond the door. The director is not telling a story in which the details of the parents’ 

argument are relevant. The child’s reaction to the conflict is what the director sees as important. 

A good trial lawyer presents some facts as primary in the story she is telling and argues that 

some facts are not relevant and/or important. The storytelling director and the storytelling trial 

lawyer’s tasks are the same except their respective mediums require different technical 

knowledge and skills to shape their stories from the available facts.  

A trial lawyer narrates and summarizes her client’s story. She also functions as an emcee, 

introducing witnesses’ testimony and other evidence to the fact finding audience. She is a 

prominent actor with many lines and actions in a show that unfolds before a judge and jury. 

Theater directors spend a great deal of time casting and costuming every role in a play because 

even the least prominently displayed actor can greatly affect the tone of an entire production. A 

tragedy can unintentionally become a comedy or vice versa pretty quickly when an actor starts 

to, say, laugh or cry uncontrollably during a funeral scene.  

Trial counsel must make sure that the tone she sets in court serves the point of view of her 

client’s story at all times. Recently, a lead prosecutor made a tonal error in a trial involving a 

former police officer accused of killing his wife. He argued in part that the defendant, a former 

police officer, was an insider of the criminal justice system who knew how to manipulate the 

evidence at a murder scene. The defendant’s tone at trial was cocky and defiant. He seemed to  

enjoy the risk of competing in a high stakes game. The defendant’s manner appeared to say, “I’m 

smarter than you. I know the system. You’re going to lose.” The lead prosecutor took the 

defendant’s bait. He also affected a hyper-confident and even flamboyant attitude. He wore an 

expensive suit to trial every day. His silver hair was slicked back. He looked like he was trying to 

one-up the defendant and show that he, the prosecutor, was the actual master of the system. He 

would have been wiser to wear a cheaper suit and un-greased hair, like an average middle class 

working guy with a wife and kids. The judge and jury would then be more likely to view the 

prosecutor as a good guy doing a tough job instead of as the defendant’s rival. The prosecutor 

might not be able to convincingly act in a self-effacing manner, if he is not humble by nature. It 

is inadvisable for a trial lawyer to act in an inauthentic way in court, unless she possesses 

excellent acting ability and formal training as an actor. Perhaps another more down-to-earth 

seeming lawyer should have been assigned to the case. The prosecutor might still prevail in the 

matter in the future, but he has diminished his probability of victory with his flashy style.  

A witness is not an advocate, but he is called by a party to tell a story that is intended to help that 

party at trial. Good trial lawyers use items from a film director’s toolkit when preparing 

witnesses to be calm and convincing on the stand, and to deliver their testimony with clarity and 
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completeness. Mike Nichols, the great American film director, was known as an “actor’s 

director.” One reason that actors loved to work with Nichols was that he created a warm and 

hospitable environment on his movie sets. Actors who worked on most films rarely were in the 

same room as the entirety of the rest of the film’s cast. Normally an actor only is on the set when 

it is time to shoot the scenes that he is in. He only meets other cast members who are in those 

scenes. Nichols’ films are different. Nichols’ invites the entire cast to be together for the reading 

of the script from beginning to end. Actors are able to see their scenes within the context of the 

arc of the entire story. Food and drink is provided. The atmosphere of Nichol’s read through is 

one of a working party. Nichols use of this method allowed his cast to calmly naturally and 

knowingly weave the very small stories of several minor characters in support of the larger 

narrative of the main character played by Meryl Streep in 1986’s Heartburn.  

The trial lawyer/director should create an atmosphere of hospitality and team work for her 

witness/actor. A witness/actor who comes to a lawyer’s office should be greeted with real 

hospitality, not just a perfunctory offer of water or coffee in a conference room. The 

witness/actor should be introduced to all of the lawyers and support staff that he will be 

interacting with during the trial’s preparation and at the trial. Lunch together might be a good 

way to let people chat and get to know each other on a personal level. The trial lawyer/director 

should answer any questions the witness/actor has about the case when such disclosure doesn’t 

violate considerations of confidentiality or other legal or strategic considerations. This is not a 

waste of time in a busy law office. This sets the ground for working with the witness/actor on his 

testimony and it builds his commitment to working on the team effort of telling the story of the 

trial.  

In the give and take of witness preparation, a trial lawyer is also like a theater director working 

with an actor on a one man show. She must communicate to the witness/actor what chapter of 

her client’s story the witness/actor is being called to tell. She takes the witness/actor’s own 

version of that part of the story from a deposition or interview(s), and instructs the witness/actor 

on which of the facts of that version are needed to prove elements of the controlling law of the 

case. A theater director patiently listened to the eighty pages of written material that the star of 

the pending one man show had written. The director then began an editing process. He suggested  

removing certain passages from the material that were unpersuasive. He gently explained to the 

star why the material didn’t work. The star trusted the director’s knowledge and judgment 

because the director had built a personal relationship with the star. He wanted a “third eye” to 

review his material and help him select the best sections so that his show would be a success. 

The director’s process of going over prior raw material with a star, analyzing that material, 

selecting the best parts, and rehearsing the material with the star is directly analogous to the 

process of the trial lawyer/director preparing the witness/actor.  

A smart trial lawyer/director may arrange for a cosmetic makeover for a witness/actor (having a 

gang member get a haircut and put on a suit, for example), but would never encourage a 

witness/actor to be inauthentic and pretend to be someone other than who he is. A good trial 

lawyer/director would never attempt to hide a personal or demographic characteristic of a 

witness/actor in an attempt to please a jury/judge. Rather the trial lawyer/director would instruct 

the witness/actor to proudly embrace his own authentic nature. Very few people have the ability 
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to transform their personalities for public consumption. They are called professional actors. 

Successful performances by untrained actors involve the relaxed expression of their own 

persons. Harold Russell won an Oscar for Best Supporting Actor in 1946 for The Best Years of 

Our Lives. He played a recent World War II veteran who lost both of his hands in that war. He 

was, in fact, a man of the same general description. People generally, and particularly when they 

hold a great responsibility such as being a judge or juror, admire a person who is respectful of 

them and humble, yet unapologetic and confident as well.  

When a good trial lawyer conducts a direct exam she resembles a supporting actor. Tom Hanks 

won a well-deserved Best Actor Oscar for the 1993 film Philadelphia. His co-star Denzel 

Washington was not nominated for Best Supporting Actor. He did his job too well. In one pivotal 

scene, Washington gives to Hanks what a good trial practitioner gives to her witness on direct 

examination: focus and empathy. Washington provides space for Hanks to tell his story. He 

silently asks Hanks to continue at each transformation in the story’s narrative arc. He stands in 

for the audience as a sympathetic observer. Washington is personally transformed by the 

experience of listening to Hanks’ story as is the audience, who identifies with Washington. 

Hanks is wonderful in this scene, but Washington’s work integrated Hanks’ monologue into the 

totality of the film’s story and helped Hanks win the Academy Award. A trial lawyer might draw 

an objection for allowing a witness to speak as long as Hanks’ monologue without intervening 

questions. If one substitutes verbal questions for Washington’s silent ones however, 

Washington’s work is precisely analogous to a good trial lawyer’s point of view when directly 

examining a witness.  

On cross examination a trial lawyer, not the witness, is the star and the storyteller. A successful 

cross-examining attorney tells a part of her client’s story to the fact finder through questions 

posed to an opposing witness. There is a game played in the improvisational theater called 

Questions Game. The players can only address each other in the form of a question. A rule of 

improvisational theater says that a player must communicate “yes, and” to the other player in a 

scene. In this way what has already happened in the scene is affirmed and used as a foundation 

for what comes next in the scene. “Yes, and” allows improvisers to spontaneously create a 

narrative together. The questions that work in the game are leading ones that get a silent 

affirmation of the preceding question and lead to a follow up. The questions then take on a 

rhythm which help builds an easy-to-follow narrative structure. Lawyers often struggle with 

question formation and pace on cross examination. Playing Questions Game can help them hone  

those skills since the wording of the questions that work in the game is also just what is needed 

on cross examination, as is the musical rhythm and pace used in the delivery of the questions.  

The moral theme of a trial story, as opposed to a party’s legal theory of the case, is not 

something that must be proven to a fact finder. Great storytellers move their audiences. Clarence 

Darrow, the famous and great trial lawyer, placed his legal work within a larger social and 

humanist context. He used the legal process as an instrument of existential healing. His trial 

work was a tool to help individuals and change society. His concerns were larger than the law. 

Darrow’s wise and compassionate perspective made him a master of communicating the moral 

theme of a trial story. In Darrow’s closing argument at the Leopold and Loeb trial of 1924. 

Darrow argued, on social and metaphysical levels, against capital punishment and against a 
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retributive instead of rehabilitative criminal justice system. Darrow’s eloquence in articulating a 

moral theme was not a mere trick of the trade. Darrow rather found his eloquence in the sincerity 

of his plea for the expansion of mankind’s capacity for mercy. If an attorney does not as 

sincerely believe in a moral theme as Darrow did in the Leopold and Loeb case, it is not 

advisable that she bring it up at trial.  

Prior to the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, President George W. Bush and Vice-President 

Dick Cheney asked their advisers to provide them with “a moral argument” to present to allies of 

the United States. They came up with the Bush Doctrine of “preventive war.” The advisers 

argued that when a nation represented a threat to a second nation, the second nation had a right to 

attack the first nation in self-defense before the first nation would inevitably harm the second. 

This cynical attempt at a contrived “moral argument” was widely reviled in the court of 

international public opinion. Pope John Paul II said that the argument was specious and immoral. 

Most nations saw Bush’s invasion of Iraq as an act of aggression, not self-defense. The moral 

theme of a trial story must always come organically out of the trial lawyer’s true thoughts and 

feelings. If it is added as an insincere afterthought and sales pitch, it will not be persuasive. A 

lawyer’s enunciation of a moral theme at trial is a public litmus test of that lawyer’s integrity.  

An opening statement must be non-argumentative, engage the fact finder’s imagination and tell a 

story. A non-argumentative telling of a story that uses colorful nouns and active verbs more than 

adjectives and adverbs will capture the fact finder’s imagination. Nouns and verbs show the 

listener what happened. Adjectives and adverbs tell the listener what to think. The rule against 

arguing in an opening statement is actually an opportunity for more effective advocacy. A rule of 

the improvisational theater is show, don’t tell. People would rather be shown something than 

have it described to them. In telling the storyteller is merely opining about what she imagines.  

A good trial lawyer/storyteller gives the fact finder theater, not an op-ed piece. In the opening 

number from Stephen Sondheim’s A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, Comedy 

Tonight, Sondheim and his collaborators show the audience what the evidence of the play they 

are about to see by introducing who is involved in the story (characters), where the story takes 

place (setting) and what the characters do (plot). Sondheim and company don’t argue that the 

audience is about to see is a comedy. It is apparent it is a comedy from simply showing the 

elements of the story. The filmmakers captivate the audience. The audience wants to look at the 

elements of the story in greater detail.  

The character of Pseudolus is a bold storyteller. He doesn’t read notes. He can be heard. He isn’t 

afraid of making large physical gestures. Another story might require a more soft spoken style, 

but this is a broad comedy. A good trial lawyer/storyteller will adapt the intensity of her tone to 

the story she is telling. Pseudolus connects. He performs a jiu-jitsu trick of speaking directly to 

the audience and creating an illusion that he is speaking to each audience member individually. 

He is having a conversation with each audience member and inviting their silent positive 

responses.  

In the film version of Forum, Richard Lester, the director, finds concrete images that match the 

lyrics. A trial lawyer/storyteller would be well served to imagine such images while she makes 

her opening statement. Film actors think while they say and do. Movie audiences actually go the 
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theater to watch actors think. The thoughts affect the delivery of words to the listener, and the 

movement of the body to the viewer. By imagining internally while he speaks, an actor subtly 

and indirectly leads the imagination of his audience. The great actor, Spencer Tracy said, “Say 

your lines and don’t bump into the furniture.” What he naturally left out is, “and be thinking of 

images to match your words and actions at all times.” It was the thinking that made Tracy a great 

actor. A good trial lawyer/actor will use her imagination in front of the fact finder when 

delivering an opening statement, not tell the fact finder what to imagine.  

There is obviously no prohibition against argumentation during the closing argument at trial. A 

good trial story culminates with a subjective re-telling of the story by the trial lawyer/storyteller. 

A great closing argument/story is told with unapologetic bias, by an advocate who is 

passionately confident that she has shown the fact finder, over the course of the trial, a narrative 

arc supported by concrete evidence of the existence and nature of the characters, settings and 

events of the story. A closing argument asks the fact finder to do something specific, and 

explains why it should be done. Stanley Kramer was a film director who was popular in the 

1950’s and 1960’s. He often worked with Spencer Tracy. Kramer was a polemicist. He 

didactically told stories to make social and political statements. Where Stephen Sondheim is 

nuanced and clever, Stanley Kramer is insistent and direct. Stanley Kramer is a good artist to 

think about when writing and delivering a closing argument. 1967 was one year before Martin 

Luther King, Jr. was assassinated. At that time, white America in particular was polarized and 

sharply divided in its reaction to King’s crusade. Stanley Kramer was an impassioned liberal 

who challenged conservatives in the name of decency and justice, and exhorted liberals to live 

with more conviction. His films spoke for what he believed was right. The scenes preceding the 

final scene of 1967’s Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner were strong evidence that set up a 

memorable and effective closing argument delivered by Spencer Tracy at the movie’s end. The 

film was very successful commercially and helped foster the imperfect and gradual progress in 

white American attitudes about race that were happening at that time. Parenthetically, the 

monologue was the last speech Tracy ever delivered on film. He died shortly after filming it. It 

was a moving valedictory by a great actor and liberal lion of that era. The speech was also 

Spencer Tracy’s closing argument as to what he wanted people to do in light of his acting career 

and why they should do so.  

When using electronic visuals at trial, a good trial lawyer is a master of her content, her delivery 

and any technology that she uses to aid in that delivery. A good trial lawyer is aware when the 

fact finder is looking at her and when it is looking at visual information that she has displayed. 

Projected images should never be allowed to take so much of the fact finder’s attention that the 

lawyer’s attendant commentary is ignored. She should also be sure that the technology is in good 

working order and that she and her team know how to operate it properly.  

This course book and complementary class only begin to explore the nexus between the art of 

storytelling and trial practice. A trial lawyer who has engaged in the improvisational games of 

the class, and has considered the storytelling examples above has begun to discover the power of 

effective storytelling, and to develop her own unique manner of relating stories in the service of 

her clients.  
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Part 6: Career Discovery and Advocacy  

Today’s Job Market Requires Imagination  

Vocation is found where the heart’s desire meets the world’s need.  

Every legal career is now an alternative legal career.  

As job seeking lawyers and employers well know, the traditional legal marketplace has not been 

immune from the general economic downturn of the last few years. Fewer job openings for new 

associates, lengthening partnership tracks, decreased client demand, and firm closures have been 
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commonplace in many geographic and practice areas. As the legal industry recovers with the rest 

of the economy, the only certainty may be that it will not look the same as it did before the 

recession. Fundamental shifts have taken place. Research and analysis addresses those shifts, and 

will be needed to continue to address them for the foreseeable future. Change may be the 

constant for our profession for years to come.  

In this new, uncertain and potentially exciting environment----in adversity lies opportunity, said 

a non-lawyer named Einstein----job seeking lawyers will need to be skilled at understanding 

what they are good at, and what arouses their passion. They will need to be able to identify 

opportunities where and with whom their talents, desires and values can bloom, flourish and be 

useful. Career seeking is an endeavor to understand the world, oneself and one’s place in the 

world. It requires skill, knowledge and, most importantly, imagination. We create our lives 

whether or not we are always conscious of doing so. That Einstein fellow again, who knew 

something about looking at a changing reality, said-----imagination is even more important than 

knowledge.  

Charting a career path is a game of three-dimensional chess. One simultaneously must explore:  

• one’s authentic desires, values, aptitudes, personality, skills and experiences  

• the world’s needs----people, places, organizations where one can serve and be served  

• any obstructions, internal and/or external that prevent one from making discoveries in the 

first two dimensions  

We all must accept and adjust to limitations in our careers and in our lives, but often 

those careers and lives are less limited than we believe. Debris often has to be cleared 

from people’s thinking so that they can move forward. Some examples:  

1. Myth: Lawyers hate change, and chose a stable profession so they can avoid it. The law is as 

transformative and dynamic as life itself. Lawyers have always had to respond to changes in the 

law, society and technology in their work. Now they have to respond to a major shift in the way 

they bring their skill and knowledge to market.  

2. Myth: The law is a traditional career with a proscribed career path. You get good grades, join 

a firm and eventually make partner. It is boring work that takes long hours, but it is secure and 

you can make a good livelihood doing it. This path is disappearing, as is the money, security and 

job dissatisfaction that it once promised.  

3. Myth: Prospects for law school graduates are increasingly grim. Lawyers can imagine and 

discover personal and unique ways to use their knowledge and skill. A legal education teaches 

one to “think like a lawyer” and that mode of thinking is useful in a wide variety of settings as 

traditional legal opportunities recede.  

4. Myth: Transferable skills do not exist in relation to the practice of law. The only experience 

useful to a lawyer is the experience of being a lawyer. All experience relevant to the traditional 

practice of law is not found exclusively in that practice. An alternative legal career might be the 

traditional practice of law infused with useful skills and experience one has developed in other 
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fields. Lawyers can frame other accomplishments in their lives as experience that they bring to 

enrich the profession.  

5. Myth: A law degree is only good for practicing law. My law school training helped me in the 

seemingly widely divergent fields of improvisational acting, marketing and comedy writing. It 

gave me analytic and organizational skills that were useful in creating written materials and 

presenting those materials in public and more intimate settings.  

Help is available to aid lawyers as they progress beyond mythic thinking. Those lawyers should 

seek out:  

• Counseling. Lawyers should find counselors and mentors who can guide them in their career 

development process in the same spirit that lawyers find mentors to guide them in areas of 

substantive law. Look for mentors that have a broad perspective and general knowledge of the 

scope, diversity and culture of the legal industry, and have dealt with attorneys in a wide variety 

of practice and alternative legal settings.  

• Public speaking presentations about alternative legal careers. The skills of a public speaker 

have unexpected applications to the work of career planning. Public speaking builds confidence, 

comfort in one’s individuality, and clarifies (for oneself) one’s values, interests, knowledge base 

and desires.  

• Research and analysis of alternative legal careers, informational articles and “thought pieces” 

about trends in those careers, and studies of emerging trends. Critical thinking and useful 

information are crucial to this process.  

• Participation in ongoing career discovery workshops in which law students and lawyers engage 

in activities such as maintaining “job journals,” writing career autobiographies, doing other 

creativity exercises, and discussing together their career ideas and experiences. This process 

cannot be taught through lecture and assigned readings. This is not only about knowledge. 

Developing one’s career is an art. A teacher of art does not instruct. He guides the student as she 

discovers herself and the world.  

In order to survive and succeed, lawyers, like it or not, are called upon today not only to be legal 

professionals. Lawyers must be creative artists and entrepreneurs.  

 

Sample Career Journal Entry 

What follows is my personal career journal entry from 11/28/18. Note that career journal entries 

often do not reflect final points of view. As one experiences life and work one’s understanding of 

life and work, and all of their details, changes. Career journaling is a process of self-

overhearing. The objects of career journal entry are to lay out what you think and feel in the 

moment, live the questions related to those thoughts and feelings and follow the progress of the 
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journalist’s inner life as related to career. It is very important to write in an uncensored way. 

Just put down what you really feel, don’t worry about political correctness or any other concerns 

of what other people think. Your changing opinions and values are the path to career clarity. 

Each career is the responsibility of the individual pursuing it. No one can make your decisions 

for you. No one size fits all.   To go forward is to go into the unknown, and career journaling 

charts the map to the new. 

I teach career/life journaling as part of my course. The assignment is to regularly write about 

yourself, the world, and any internal or external obstructions between yourself and the world. 

The uninitiated see obstructions as negatives. Obstructions are opportunities, useful directional 

arrows. I don’t know how anyone exists without periodically making a career/life journal. Life is 

an art form. You can be Picasso or paint “Dogs Playing Poker.” This phase of The Rick Blog 

which started in October 2018 is a career/life journal. I see that this morning. I didn’t set out go 

down this path. I don’t control what I write, I follow my soul and the world. 

(I looked at my blog as a whole this morning. I don’t know why I did that. I’m glad that I did. I 

am very happy with it. In its totality it is a fine piece of 

work. www.richardsteventhomas.wordpress.com.) 

In my last entry, I wrote that I was going to teach independently and continue to self-publish on 

the blog. I said that I would teach at a school or other entity, and get a publisher that shared my 

values and respected my autonomy. If no such people and organizations exist, I’d keep working 

on my own. 

No one really works on their own, even if they are freelance independents. Realizing that I 

reached out to an old friend who offers training to attorneys. I love this guy. I trust him. My 

meeting with him was very helpful. He gave me a great name for my course. He made some 

suggestions which led me edit the text book that I have written for the course and to systematize 

my lesson plans. My course and the text book are improved because I spoke with him. He also 

spoke to me with a friend’s love. It is always a gift to be in the presence of someone who cares 

about you. 

I make my own decisions however, and there are three suggestions that he made that I cannot act 

upon. I am pretty sure that he will be critical of my choices. I accept that. When you chart a 

course that goes against more conventional wisdom, you set yourself up for criticism. 

I am sure that my friend will think that my choices make me unemployable. I know that he is 

wrong. His three suggestions would set me up for failure. I know that because I have made 

similar errors in the past. I also am not critical that his suggestions reflect choices that he has 

made. In work and life, one size does not fit all. 

Suggestion 1: Write your blog under an assumed name. My friend fears that law firm 

management would never hire me because of the political and social comments that I make on 

http://www.richardsteventhomas.wordpress.com/
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my blog. That may very well be true. If that is the case, my course will not be offered under the 

aegis of law firm management. 

This morning MSNBC reported that the Trump Administration has discontinued FBI background 

checks for workers in detention camps for refugee children. The entire refugee and immigrant 

policy at our southern border is immoral and inhumane. Family separation is child abuse. Trump 

is ruining these children’s lives through his abuse. Now, the danger of other child abusers being 

hired to “care” for these children is adding a high risk of physical and sexual abuse to be added 

to the psychological abuse that is already devastating these children. 

If my opposition to this grotesque Presidency offends some major domo at a Big Law firm, so be 

it. I emphatically associate my name to every word that I have said about Trump. 

I am not a prominent man, but one thing that the 2016 and 2018 elections show is that we are a 

democracy. What every person believes matters. I believe in the power of citizenship. I believe 

that we have a moral obligation to stand up for right against wrong everywhere, particularly 

where we work — even when our work is looking for work. 

Trump is the zenith of a political, social and cultural degradation that has been building in our 

country since the first settlers came to North America. 

So I also sign my name, Richard Thomas to every other word that I have written spelling out the 

truth about other immoral aspects of our society that have nothing to do with Trump. 

I do not arrogantly say that I am right about everything that I have written in my blog. But I 

proudly say that I have pursued the truth and will continue to do. I am a writer and a teacher and 

that is my job. 

Which leads me to the second rejected suggestion … 

Suggestion 2: Go to iO and see if they will accept the idea for my course. Let iO promote the 

course and work out some kind of 60/40 or 70/30 split with the tuition money. This suggestion is 

a harder one to write about. I have friends that teach at iO, and they are certainly not immoral 

people. The same is true of the Second City Training Center. I would never want to work in 

association with either place however. 

I think “improv” training in Chicago is superficial. “Classes” are like cooking classes or wine 

tasting where people go to find dates, spouses and lovers. Or to go forward into careers in show 

business, a pursuit that I think is an unworthy one. Art is about the pursuit of truth. Entertainment 

is a sub-division of sales. We need more artists and fewer salespeople. I don’t do what iO or 

Second City does. 
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Professionals go to the Second City Training Center and iO to get better interpersonal and 

communication skills to apply to their work. I have written a lot about the superficiality of the 

program I used to work alongside at UIC (I never participated in UIC’s approach — in that sense 

I was never in the program). Apply all that I have written about UIC to SC and iO. These 

“improv” classes are selling professionals a bill of goods. 

I know what real improvisation is, and I know what real professionalism is. I will not betray the 

truth. 

Which leads me to the third rejected suggestion … 

Suggestion 3: My friend tells me that my text book and course has too much content. He was 

very nice about it. He says that I am trying to save people. I am not. I’m trying to tell the truth. 

My friend thinks that most people do not want the depth that I go into in my teaching. I think he 

is right. I know that some people do want that depth. Those are the people that I will teach. 

I have no interest in playing party games with people and conning them that they learned 

something. The learning process is messy and painful — frustration leading to growth. I want my 

students to be truly satisfied, not distracted. My classes have the objectives of having the 

students and the world reach their full potential. Art is about the expansion of the consciousness 

of individuals and society. That may sound grandiose and Pollyannish. It is not. It’s the truth. 

My friend also misnames my artistic process as undisciplined, unedited and disorganized. Art’s 

first step comes in the chaos of the moment. Editing and organization come later. Discipline 

means seeing things through to the end. It does not mean settling for a quick and inaccurate fix 

and rigidly conforming to it because it is profitable. 

Some additional comments: 

I have worked on what I do my whole life. I lost my job last June, but I never stopped working. I 

require respect from those that I work with. This is not the howl of a fragile ego. It is a necessity 

of protecting the integrity of my work. I am not deferential to anyone who has more money than 

me. They are insecure and are keeping score on a scorecard that I have never signed on to. Big 

law firms for example have to have their egos punctured in order to truly improvise and truly be 

professional. Ethics and creativity are the same thing looked at from different points of reference. 

If everyone took my course, we would save the world. That’s not going to happen, so I do what I 

can. What sounds self-aggrandizing here is not. This is what we all should be doing in our own 

ways. 
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Character is what matters. 

All men are created equal. 

Real work brings livelihood, honors the soul and serves others. 

One last thing: 

I have written extensively about my love of Paul Sills and David Shepherd. I had the great good 

fortune of knowing two of the great artists of the Twentieth Century. Their example has served 

as a lodestar for me. 

To a point. 

But my art is my own. 

I have created and am creating a new thing. 

How to Get Professional Recognition  

Step One: Recognize yourself. Every resume, C.V., or LinkedIn Profile revision or professional 

bio is an opportunity to “own” all you have done and all that qualifies you for opportunities to do 

new things.  

I recognize all that is on my bio in any professional relationship that I enter. If anyone is 

skeptical of what I know or can do, I refer them to this information in some form. If they remain 

skeptical, we simply disagree. If they remain skeptical after further discussion, I ignore them and 

withdraw from them at the earliest opportunity.  

I think we allow people who doubt us into our lives in order to voice our own unconscious self- 

doubts. As you can see on the bio, I make no unsubstantiated claims. Everything is documented. 

I write my biography objectively. I don’t hold myself out for any job or position that I haven’t 

proven to myself that I can do.  

If you follow this process you enter all of your interactions with an integrity. You stand up for 

yourself and your work. You don’t sell yourself short and you don’t mislead potential colleagues.  

You don’t give any other persons or entities the power to define who you are, what you can do, 

what you deserve or decide limits for you as to what you can achieve.  
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Step Two: Recognize that some people will never recognize who you are and what you can do. 

Some people live in a myth that there is some sort of objective success that everyone 

acknowledges. There isn’t. Money, educational attainment, fame make superficial impressions of 

success but what really endures is the positive and negative talents, work, values and experiences 

that are the foundations of those impressions. For example, I don’t like Donald Trump. So I am 

not impressed by his talents, work, values and experiences. I do not recognize him as a good 

businessman, entertainer or political leader. The point is that there is no objective universal 

acceptance. So forget about it and partner with the people who recognize you.  

Step Three: In order to be recognized you have to recognize others. Discernment is a high virtue. 

Watch and listen to the words of colleagues and potential colleagues and make value judgments 

about them. Don’t crave their acceptance. Be clear-eyed and practical. Again, don’t give others, 

even sympathetic others, the power to define who you are. That is your job. Recognition is a 

mutual thing, not a one-way street.  

Step Four: One requirement of an enduring mutual recognition is an acknowledgment that who 

we are and what we do is not a static thing. Real recognition appreciates the transformations of 

the other. For example, we’ve all heard the talk show complaints of actors who lament being 

typecast. If audiences won’t accept an actor’s attempt to try on a different type role within his 

range, those audiences never fully recognized the actor at all. Organizations lose really talented 

people when they don’t acknowledge their development and facilitate their next soulful 

challenge s.  

Step Five: It’s not about the money. It’s about the money. Recognition isn’t just kind words. If 

someone recognizes you they will pay you fairly and make sure that you have what you need to 

do your job. For example, when public school teachers have to purchase with their own money 

school supplies for their students the entire educational system suffers. Teachers must be people 

of high confidence and self-esteem to serve their students, and the lack of funds belittles what 

they do.  

Step Six: Be patient and keep an inventory of career aspirations. My inventory includes: 

teaching, writing, public speaking and artistic performance, and open — what does my bio add 

up to that I am not aware of yet. I am constantly on the lookout for people, organizations and 

ideas that will recognize who I am more fully and allow me to develop myself to attain ever 

higher levels of recognition. Attaining recognition is a moment-by-moment process, not a goal to 

be achieved.  

Step Seven: Hear people, but don’t necessarily listen to them. For example, a friend of mine told 

me that lawyers over 60 don’t get the same type work that they used to get when they were 

younger. If the older lawyers have the chops and the desire to do that work, I think they may 

have to be patient and strategic, but they can get it. I see old men running in the park who 

could’ve beaten me in a foot race when I was twenty.  

Step Eight: Be grateful to everyone — those who say yes and those who say no. They form the 

banks of the river of your life.  
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Be the Authority of Your Own Life  

Robert McNamara was an aide to General Curtis LeMay during World War II. He was one of the 

architects of bombing raids upon many Japanese cities near the end of the war. The cities were 

largely populated by wooden buildings. The campaign’s main strategic idea was to have bombers 

fly beneath Japanese radar. The gambit was stunningly effective. The wooden cities burned to 

near oblivion. The strategy resulted in genocide on a large scale. The bombing was rationalized 

at the time as being a necessary action to end the war. The proud Japanese, the convenient 

“moral” reasoning of decision makers at the time surmised, would only surrender if they were 

brought to the brink of annihilation.  

Much later, an elderly McNamara told the documentary filmmaker Errol Morris in The Fog of 

War that he thought his work with LeMay was immoral and unnecessary. This was not 

McNamara’s only regret near the end of his life.  

McNamara became CEO of the Ford Motor Company in the 1950’s. He was a star executive that 

greatly pleased the Ford family and the company’s shareholders. In 1961, President John F. 

Kennedy appointed him Secretary of Defense. He continued in that role in the administration of 

Kennedy’s successor Lyndon Johnson.  

Now McNamara was not one of the architects of a single campaign. He was directing the 

escalation of the Viet Nam War. He again expressed deep regret with a sense of personal 

responsibility to Morris, this time for a tragic war that sacrificed or destroyed the lives of a large 

portion of a generation of U.S. servicemen and killed hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese.  

Why did McNamara, a man with a strong moral sense and independent intellect in his old age 

devote so much of his career to such wrong and wrong-headed action? He wasn’t a Nazi 

possessed by banal evil as Hannah Arendt put it. What follows is my answer, not his: to get 

ahead; to please his bosses—the men Eisenhower warned us against, the military-industrial 

complex; to make money for the shareholders. McNamara was unmoved by the howls of protest 

against his war because the protesters were not the people who counted to him. He worked for 

the irresponsible rich (as opposed to the creative rich) who rewarded him with the trappings of 

power. They gave him operational control of a billion dollar enterprise as long as he used his 

talents in service of THEIR objectives and values. McNamara only made tactical decisions to 

keep the bosses happy. The bosses laid out the grand strategy. Bosses determine what to do. 

Careerists merely determine how to do it.  

So much for tragedy—the banality of the ladder of success (as opposed to succeeding on one’s 

own terms). Now for the pathos of the American failure, the person who the bosses determine is 

of little worth and who lives out the assessment.  

I know a man who worked for an organization for thirty years. He isn’t very intelligent or 

talented. The business gave him very limited responsibility and never promoted him. The owners 

and their chief executives wanted to get rid of him several times, but he hung on because of his 

popularity with people they found more useful and a certain low cunning he exhibited when he 

engaged in office politics.  
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Finally, after relegating him for years to part-time work, those that mattered in the company 

unceremoniously forced him into retirement. There was no official retirement party so the man  

threw one for himself. He moved from the city to a rural community and posted Facebook photos 

with a lawn mower. He wanted to give his friends the impression that he was enjoying a well- 

deserved retirement in the country.  

The reality is that he is facing a looming and insecure old age with few personal resources to 

right his situation. He has never assessed for himself who he is, and what he wants and needs to 

do. He has always depended on the kindness of enemies and accepted their consignment of him 

to failure. He has also depended on his friends to make his delusions about himself their illusions 

about him. He needs the heat of those illusions to provide false light for his self-image. His 

relation to his friends is important because it prevents him from making the necessary changes to 

take control of his own life.  

So ends our parable in two brief chapters of what faces much of America today. The not-on- 

their-own-terms successful are slaves to the irresponsible rich (as opposed to the creative rich) 

and know deep down that they are hired to commit other people’s sins. They sell their souls for 

the corner office. The ordered-to-be unsuccessful are told by the rich that they don’t matter and 

they accept it. Failures tranquilize themselves with illusions of fantasized meaning.  

Tragic and pathetic. There is a positive alternative to this situation for which there are countless 

examples. Many people take responsibility for their own lives and create something of real value 

for themselves, their souls and their communities.  

Be the authority of your own life and with that power make it a work of art.  

He Went To His Death Singing  

The poet William Blake experienced great popular and financial success in his lifetime. He lost it 

all. He regrouped, opened a print shop in order to provide himself with an adequate if 

unostentatious lifestyle and wrote precisely what he wanted unconcerned with audience 

acceptance. He is, of course, remembered as one of the greatest artists of all time. His midlife 

failure made him divinely aware of his mortality. Blake famously wrote, “I go to my death 

singing. ”  

Richard Glatzer, who co-wrote and directed the film version of the Alzheimer’s drama Still Alice 

(for which Julianne Moore recently won the Oscar) with his husband Wash Westmoreland while 

battling ALS died Tuesday. Glatzer communicated on the set with one finger using a text to 

speech app on his iPad. He could only use his big toe by the time of the 2014 press tour for the 

movie. He said, “It’s ironic that in my deteriorated state I’d be able to make a film that was 

creatively everything I’d ever wished for...”  

Creativity is different when you have lived a lot, failed to some degree and know that you are 

going to die. When we are young our passions are love affairs. They make us feel joyful and 

invincible. When we know that our personal stories are finite, creativity maintains its joy, but 
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also adds a poignancy. To love in the face of inevitable loss is an act of great courage. To create 

with the knowledge that the positive effects of your work will endure without your knowledge, 

and with no reward or recognition that you will ever be conscious of, is an act of great humility 

and selflessness. And to sing joyfully in the shadow of death is the greatest affirmation of life 

that there is. God bless the eternal Richard Glatzer.  

Eternity is in love with the productions of time.  

William Blake  

Copyright 2018 Richard Thomas 

Ethical Presence Course Syllabus 

 
Session 1: 

 

Pre-class assignments: Read Part IV of the Ethical Presence Text --- Connecting. Read Part 

VI of the Ethical Presence Text --- Career Discovery and Advocacy. 

 

Write your first entry of your Lawyer/Human Journal. Focus on these three entities: yourself, the 

world and any desires, fears, frustrations that obstruct you from finding complete congruence 

between yourself and the world. Write about the entirety of your life --- not just your work. 

Write about what brings you joy and satisfaction --- coaching Little League, playing in a band, 

driving your kids to school, cooking ---- whatever interests you. Write about what you want 

financially, how and who you want to serve, and what feeds who you are as a person. We often 

see our inner life and the need to fit in and succeed in the world as in conflict with each other. 

That misconstrued and non-existent conflict is the source of unhappiness in lawyers. This course 

stands for the proposition that the pursuit of one’s happiness --- a pursuit that is hard and 

satisfying work --- is the source of our humanity and our presence. We will learn in this course 

that ethics and creativity are one in the same. When the practice of law is viewed as an art, you 

accept the fact that being a lawyer is part of who you are, and that all of the other parts of who 

you are determines how you practice law. All human beings are exactly the same. The heart of 

mankind is a unity. All human beings express that humanity in individual and unique ways. Even 

in a profession like the law which has a very structured culture and is about conforming to rules 

and methods, very different human beings interact in ways specific to themselves and each other. 

Vocation is found where the heart’s desires meet the world’s needs. No one can teach you the 

particular impulses of your heat, or how to navigate the specific needs of the world that you are 

called to address. No one can teach you all of that but you. You teach yourself that by self-

overhearing. And by listening to how others react to what you do, not from the perspective of 

their approval/disapproval but in order to evaluate the effects of your choices. That is the purpose 

of the Lawyer/Human Journal. This is an art class. The art of living and the art of professional 

effectiveness and honor are one in the same. 
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You will be asked to give a 5 minute speech based on your first Lawyer/Human Journal entry as 

your first class activity. Don’t write out a speech. Improvise the speech based upon your first 

journal entry. You will be asked to participate in a discussion responding to each lawyer’s 

speech. You will do this activity every session of the class, based on your new journal entry and 

your cumulative journal entries. I will be available to meet with you and discuss your journal 

with you whenever you wish to do so. Don’t be frustrated when things seem unclear in your 

process. The trick is to live the questions and wait for the epiphanies of clarity. 

 

You will also be asked to give two other 5 minute speeches in the first session. Don’t write them 

out. Just make notes. After reading the text chapter on connecting, think about times that you 

really connected with one or more people and times when you have not. You’ll give a speech 

about each situation, and the class will discuss. 

 

This course is a chance for you to pause and reflect about what it is to be a human being who 

practices law.  

 

Experience 

Observe 

Reflect 

Apply 

 

It is important that you commit to the process of this course. That very process will make you a 

happier, more effective, and more skilled at meeting your ethical professional requirements, 

lawyer. 

 

My role is simply to introduce and guide you to creative process. I have no tips or answers for 

you. But you do. 

 

A note on the text: it is written from a human point of view. The practice of law is mentioned 

throughout, but I lead with the humanity. I am a lawyer. I’ve been an improvisational actor and a 

college professor. I’ve worked in marketing. I’m a Bears fan. I like going to the movies. I love 

my wife. I am one of the caregivers for an elderly mother with advanced dementia. I’m a lot 

more than that. And I am no different than you. You are wonderfully diverse, with all sorts of 

passions, dreams, talents, personality traits and values. All of that can shine through the most 

mundane and difficult ways that you practice law. When I was an improvisor I was known for 

my discipline and organization. When I did trials at the ARDC, I was known for my quick 

thinking and creativity. You are perfect just the way that you are. 

 

There is an old maxim of improvisational acting, “Wear your character as lightly as a hat and 

coat.” The practice of law is a very elaborate and demanding hat and coat. When you meet all of 

the requirements of your work and shine with soulful authenticity, you take care of yourself, 

other people and whatever God you do or don’t believe in. 

 

No talent is required to create art and a life of art. Hard work is required. But it is a labor of love. 

When you find the joy of what is, you burn away all pain and conflict and serve yourself, your 

spirit and feasting guests. 
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The process is difficult, and so worth it. 

 

 

 

 

Session 2: 

 

Pre-class assignments: Read Part I of the Ethical Presence Text --- Improvisation, Read 

Part II of the Ethical Presence Text --- Improvisational Teaching. As always write your 

Lawyer/Human Journal entry. 

 

Class Activities: Group improvisation --- The Transforming Game. To be explained in class. 

 

5 minute improvised speeches (with follow-up discussions) based on assigned readings and your 

notes: The Difference Between Art and Sales and Entertainment 

5 minute teaching --- each participant will teach the class something. Follow up discussion 

 

Improvisational teaching exercises: 

 

Everyone can act. Everyone can improvise...We learn through experience and experiencing, and 

no one teaches anyone anything. If the environment permits it, anyone can learn whatever he or 

she chooses to learn; and if the individual permits it, the environment will teach him or her 

everything it has to teach.  

Viola Spolin  

Improvisation for the Theater  

Improvisation is most widely known as an approach to acting for the theater most often used in 

comedy. At its roots, however, improvisation is an educational method used in the teaching of 

communication skills. The pedagogy of improvisation recognizes that experience is the best 

teacher. These classes are NOT lectures or demonstrations. Attorney-Participants will be 

required to be “on their feet” and communicating, and also to serve as attentive audience for the 

other participants.  

Participation in the classes described below helps lawyers train themselves to be more effective 

communicators in the office, boardroom, courtroom and classroom, and to work more effectively 

as members of teams when necessary. These communication skills, when mastered, have great 

practical benefits which will increase lawyers’ competency in the practice of law.  

These classes identify what is at the seemingly simple heart of communication tasks related to a 

lawyer’s responsibilities. Examining a witness, for example, is on one basic level, asking 

questions and listening to the answers. The professional and intellectual complexities and 

objectives which go far beyond that basic level can be frustrated when simple communication 
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skills aren’t executed well. First things first. The most brilliant and prepared attorney will often 

not prevail if her voice cannot be heard in a court room; if she does not listen to a deponent with 

detailed specificity; if she cannot spontaneously organize her message in a clear and cogent way 

adapted to her audience; etc. Attorneys have to relate to, talk to, and listen to people in all sorts 

of settings. Great attorneys are great communicators, no matter what their role or function.  

Each exercise (game) offered in the classes will target fundamental skills needed in effective 

communication (listening and projecting one’s voice for example). After each exercise the 

instructor and participants will, in group discussion, reflect on how the communication task was 

completed. Participants will finally discuss how they will apply the lessons learned to their legal 

practice.  

Since the classes’ benefit lie in observing and analyzing the experience of the Attorney- 

Participants, they are appropriate for all levels of skill and experience.  

These classes are merely an introduction to improvisation for lawyers and its applications to 

improving attorneys’ communication skills. Each class is an autonomous whole, and can be 

taken individually; OR it can be experienced in tandem with one or both of the other classes; OR 

it can also serve as the introductory class in an eight-session course that specifically applies 

improvisation to the skill set addressed by the class. Proposals for those courses will be made 

available on request. The eight-session courses can be delivered on a weekly or bi-weekly basis, 

or in the form of a two day “retreat.”  

The games worked through in the classes are executed in a light and enjoyable way. The 

following shorthand terms of art are used in the game descriptions: where refers to an 

environment; who refers to a character; what refers to an action or activity.  

I. INTRODUCTION TO IMPROVISATION FOR LAWYERS I: BASIC COMMUNICATION 

SKILLS FOR ATTORNEYS, AN OVERVIEW  

Audience: Any attorney who wishes to improve her communication skills.  

Class Syllabus: 

GAMES 

1 It’s Our Problem  

Skill Focus: Team Building  

Description: All of the players in the class explores the height, width and depth of the 

performance space together, with certain restrictions: one-person-at-a-time, everyone moves at 

least three times, no hesitation of motion. The group must cooperate and work together to solve 

the problem creatively. There is no one way to do the exercise.  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise aid in working in a team: 

directing non-lawyer assistants? Receiving direction from managing attorneys? Managing 
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subordinate attorneys? Building useful rapport with clients? Attorneys from other firms? 

Networking with associations?  

2. Exposure  

Skill Focus: Confidence  

Description: Players simply stand silently in front of the audience. This is job-one in presenting 

information in the courtroom, classroom, boardroom etc.  

Discussion: Each participant relates an experience as an attorney appearing in court, public 

speaking, teaching or presenting information to a group. What “worked”? What problems were 

encountered? Did they feel “natural”? Nervous? Did they “connect” with their audience? Why or 

why not?  

3 Listening to the Environment  

Skill Focus: Awareness  

Description: All sit quietly for one minute and listen to sounds in the immediate environment. 

They then compare the sounds that they heard: birds, traffic etc.  

Discussion: How can the lessons learned from the experience of the exercise aid in awareness of 

detail when taking depositions? Awareness of detail in client intake? Awareness of detail in 

interviewing and investigating?  

4. Contrapuntal Examination 

Skill Focus: Listening, Concentration.  

Description: One player sits between two other players. He or she has to testify while one of the 

other players performs an improvised “direct examination” and the other player performs an 

improvised “cross-examination.”  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise relate to basic listening and 

reacting skills needed when examining witnesses at trial? Increasing quickness of lawyer’s 

response to circumstances before her in trial situation? Hearing multiple messages 

simultaneously in any situation?  

5. Conversation with Involvement 

Skill Focus: Physicality while Speaking Time: 20 mins.  

Description: Players agree on a simple discussion topic. They then proceed to create a scene 

involving eating a large meal while keeping up the conversation.  

Discussion: What do you do with your hands in court? While teaching or speaking? How about 

posture? Body language? What do you want to convey? How do you “play” it?  
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6. Begin and End Skill Focus: Clarity Time: 20 mins.  

Description: Player creates a simple scene establishing who he or she is, where he or she is, and 

what he or she is doing. Then the player re-does the scene breaking it down into beats by saying 

“begin” and “end” at the start and finish of every action, statement etc. Example: “begin”— 

player picks up hat---“end”. “Begin”---player puts hat on head---“end.” “Begin”----player takes 

overcoat off a hook---“end.” “Begin”---player puts on overcoat---etc.  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise relate to “headlining” 

when examining witnesses? Organization of opening statements? Closing arguments? Speeches? 

Presentations? Lectures? Writing? Speaking slowly and clearly?  

7. Closing Discussion 

Skill Focus: Application of Basic Communication Skills to Legal Work  

Description: How has this exposure to these basic communication exercises make you think 

differently about how you communicate as you perform your work as a lawyer, if at all? Name 

one concrete way that you will apply the lessons learned in your experience in this seminar to 

tasks that you perform as an attorney.  

Suggested Reading: Spolin, Viola. Improvisation for the Theater. Evanston, Illinois: 

Northwestern University Press. 1990.  

Palmer, Parker. The Courage to Teach. San Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass. 1998.  

Ailes, Roger. You Are the Message. New York, New York: Bantam, Doubleday Dell Publishing 

Group, Inc. 1995.  

Lubet, Steven. Modern Trial Advocacy. Louisville, Colorado: National Institute of Trial 

Advocacy. 2009.  

II. INTRODUCTION TO IMPROVISATION FOR LAWYERS I: BASIC COMMUNICATION 

SKILLS FOR TRIAL PRACTIONERS  

Audience: Any trial attorney who wishes to improve her communication skills. Module Syllabus: 

GAMES  

1. Group Story 

Skill Focus: Storytelling  

Description: All of the players in the class stand in a circle and together function as a single 

narrator of an improvised story. Players will alternately tell the story one word at a time, one 

sentence at a time, one brief “chapter” at a time.  

Discussion: What are the elements of a persuasive story? Did the improvised story have a theme? 

A theory? A cast of characters? A chronology of events? Was the story told in chronological 
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order? Flashbacks? How can the lessons of this exercise be applied to planning your case-in- 

chief at trial? Performing your opening statement? Your closing argument?  

2. 60 Second Story 

Skill Focus: Storytelling  

Description: Each player sits silently and listens as the instructor says “begin” and “end” for a 

60-second interval. This is what 60 seconds “feel” like. The player is then asked to tell the story 

of their day thus far in exactly 60 seconds.  

Discussion: How was the story organized? Did it “fit” the 60 seconds? Were the facts in the story 

offered with primacy and recency---emphasizing what the player thought was the most 

important? Did the player start strong and end strong? How can the lessons of this exercise be 

applied to performing your opening statement? Your closing argument?  

3. Questions Game 

Skill Focus: Forming Leading Questions  

Description: Two players are given suggestions of who they, where they are and what they are 

doing by the other players. They are then instructed to perform a scene where they can only 

communicate with each other in sentences that are in the form of a question.  

Discussion: Did the players use leading questions? Incremental questions? Sequenced questions? 

Listen to their partner and insist on answers? Did the players’ questions control the scene? 

Which player maintained most control of the scene? Why? Did a player reassert control? How? 

Were any of the questions derogatory? Unfairly discrediting the other player? How can the 

lessons of this exercise be applied to your cross examination skills?  

4. Contrapuntal Examination 

Skill Focus: Listening, Concentration  

Description: One player sits between two other players. He or she has to testify while one of the 

other players performs an improvised “direct examination” and the other player performs an 

improvised “cross-examination.”  

Discussion: What lessons learned from the experience of the exercise relate to basic listening and 

reacting skills needed when examining witnesses at trial? Increasing quickness of lawyer’s 

response to circumstances before her in trial situation?  

5. Directing Game 

Skill Focus: Witness Preparation and Direct Examination  

Description: Each player will take turns directing two other players in a scene. She will instruct 

the two players as to who they are, where they are and what they are doing. She will then “side- 

coach,” suggest to the players lines of action in the scene as they perform. Some side-coaching 

technique will have been modeled by the instructor in previous exercises.  
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Discussion: Did the director “topically organize” the scene? Did the scene start strong and end 

strong? Did the director interrupt the action? Add flow? Give separate attention to details? Use 

short open directions? Use incremental questions? Make the actors look good? What lessons 

learned from the experience of the exercise relate to preparing witnesses for trial? Direct 

examination at trial?  

6. Closing Discussion 

Skill Focus: Application of Basic Communication Skills to Trial Practice  

Description: How has this exposure to these basic communication exercises make you think 

differently about how you communicate as you perform your work in trial practice, if at all? 

Name one concrete way that you will apply the lessons learned in your experience in this 

seminar to tasks that you perform at trial.  

III. INTRODUCTION TO IMPROVISATION FOR LAWYERS I: BASIC 

COMMUNICATION SKILLS FOR PUBLIC SPEAKING, TEACHING AND PRESENTING  

Audience: Any ISBA Law Ed presenter, any attorney engages in public speaking, and any 

attorney who teaches and/or trains groups in any setting who wishes to improve her 

communication skills.  

GAMES 

1. Calling Out 

Skill Focus: Voice Projection  

Description: The players break out into groups of three to perform a brief and simple scene. 

Where they are, who they are and what they are doing is agreed upon. Where they are should, of 

necessity be a place where they have to call to each other across a wide distance. (Example: 

mountain climbers connected by a long rope.)  

Discussion: Could the players be heard given the “reality” of the situation and distance? Did the 

players yell? Use their voices strongly? Were their words clear? How fast did they speak? How 

slowly? How can the lessons learned by the exercise be applied in speaking, teaching and 

presenting? Using microphones?  

2. Unusual Where 

Skill Focus: Adapting to Audiences and the Physical Environment  

Description: One player is designated as the “speaker” or “teacher.” The speaker/teacher will 

then be assigned a topic and told to give a speech or lecture regarding that topic. A where will 

then be assigned where a speech or lecture would not usually be given. (Examples: a train 

station, a busy kitchen in a large restaurant.) Each other player in the class will then, one-at-a- 

time, enter the “Unusual Where” and establishes an object, as well as who they are. The 

speaker/teacher must then present her speech in that place and to those people.  
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Discussion: Was the speaker/teacher heard? Was she heard by each other player in the where? 

How did she deal with the “Unusual Where?” How did she deal with the different characters in 

the where? How can the lessons learned by the exercise be applied to adapting to different 

physical settings where one is speaking or teaching? To different audiences?  

3. Gibberish 

Skill Focus: Connecting to an Audience, Body Language, Modulation in Tone  

Description: One player stands in the performance area. He is to sell or demonstrate something to 

the audience using gibberish as his spoken “language.” When he is finished, the other players are 

to guess what he is selling or demonstrating.  

Discussion: Did the player maintain direct communication with the audience? Did he see the 

audience or stare at them? How did he use his body? How did he modulate his voice? How can 

the lessons learned from the experience of the exercise aid in public speaking? Teaching? 

Presenting?  

4. Teaching Game  

Skill Focus: Teaching  

Description: Two players decide on a where and on who they are. They both alternately have the 

same what: to teach the other player. (Examples: how to use a camera, play a guitar.)  

Discussion: Did the teaching player honor the integrity of her student? Did the teacher adapt to 

obstructions and special circumstances that the student presented to her? Did the teacher show 

mastering of the subject matter that she was teaching? Why or why not? Was the teaching 

imparted as a conversation or a lecture? How could the lessons of teaching an individual in a 

one-on-one situation be applied to teaching to groups?  

5. Lecture Game 

Skill Focus: Public Speaking, Teaching, Presenting 

 

Description: Player gives a three-minute lecture to other players on any topic of his choice.  

Discussion: What was your first impression of the speaker? Did you visualize what she was 

communicating? If so, why? Who was she? What did she do with her eyes? Her hands? Her 

body? Did she listen to the audience? How? Was she prepared to teach her subject? Did she 

make the student comfortable? Did she challenge the student? Did she control the atmosphere? 

Was she energetic?  

6. Closing Discussion  

Skill Focus: Application of Basic Communication Skills to Public Speaking, Teaching and 

Presenting  



 125 

Description: How has this exposure to these basic communication exercises make you think 

differently about public speaking, teaching and presenting, if at all? Name one concrete way that 

you will apply the lessons learned in your experience in this seminar to public speaking, teaching 

and presenting.  

Note: every professional is a teacher, especially lawyers, as you well know. 

 

Session 3: 

 

Pre-class assignments: Read Part III of the Ethical Presence Text --- Leadership Through 

Public Speaking, Teaching and Presenting. As always write your Lawyer/Human Journal 

entry. 

 

Activities: Prepare a fifteen-minute speech on any topic of your choosing. Write the speech out 

and deliver it improvisationally (this will be clearer through class experience to this point) 

Participate in discussion of other students’ speeches. Use any visual aids that you wish, or not if 

you feel not needed. Be prepared to do the speech a second time to make improvements. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Session 4: 

 

Pre-class assignments: Read Part V of the Ethical Presence Text --- Making and Presenting 

a Case. As always write your Lawyer/Human Journal entry. 

 

Activities: The class will prepare and present a case based upon materials you are given in class. 

This is NOT a NITA exercise. I defer to you on all matters of fact and law. The focus here is 

bringing ethical presence to your job. You will prepare the case. You will present. The class will 

discuss your work. We’ll do it again, and again if we see that to be useful. 

 

Introduction  

says what you are going to do and how you are going to do it and what 

you will recommend in headlines so decision makers know where you  
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are going. You EARN the right to present your  

case by showing that you have a clear vision of your argument. Headline 

what the facts, issues, analysis and recommendations are. Don’t be 

mysterious!!!!!!  

Facts are concrete details of the case presented with 

completeness and specificity. What happened? Relevancy and  

Primacy!!!! When you present facts you EARN the right  

to identify the issues because you show mastery of the situation and you 

can identify what the problems are.  

Issueslay out problems or other considerations and mirror 

recommendations. What are the Problems; questions? When we lay out  

the issues we EARN the right to analyze the situation and 

look for answers.  

Analysis looks at the facts in light of the highest level  
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abstract thought; connect those facts to highest level abstractions that 

one can find: for ex: laws, theories, histories, experience; concepts,  

philosophies: and uses Critical  

Thinking(Critical Thinking is reasonable thinking. It  

is NOT blind acceptance of any proposition not supported by reason 

(logic) and by the evidence (objective facts).  

Logic:  

• Involves premises and conclusions; sometimes views facts in light of 

high level thought.  

• Premise-based logic is like a staircase. Each step lies the foundation for 

the next step.) to give those facts coherent meaning A  

thorough analysis EARNS the 

right to make decisions or recommendations.  

Recommendations will say what  

you think decision maker(s) should do in light of your analysis. 

Recommendations answer the questions and problems addressed in the 

issues.  
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Conclusion mirrors introduction; sums up.  

We’ve shown you---headlines of issues, facts, analysis and 

recommendations. Since you have completed all of your steps you have  

EARNED the right to display your argument with  

more than organized reason; you can be emotional, philosophical and 

cast your argument to a higher plain with broader implications than 

simply the case before you. You can appeal to the decision maker’s  

higher angels and ask THEM to transform and do  

something.  

 

Session 5: 

 

Pre-class assignments: R-read the Ethical Presence Text --- or at least the parts of greatest 

interest or confusion. As always write your Lawyer/Human Journal entry. 

 

Activities: Prepare 2 speeches. 15 minutes each with follow-up discussion by group. 

 

The first speech will be about your experience in the class --- what you learned, what you have 

taken away to apply to your work and life. 

 

The second speech will be 15 minutes about your Lawyer/Human Journal in its entirety. You 

will discuss your autobiography of your life over the time duration of the course. 

 

Your objective in this class is to develop a process, or improve an existing process to gain the 

objectives (or identify and gain them) for your life as a lawyer, and your life itself. The class is 

designed to give you a process to develop a process. No one can tell you how or what to do --- 

except you. Ethical and creative action are one. A good actor has empathy. A good painter is 

detail-oriented. A good theatrical director is organized. A good doctor is reliable. A good 

comedian is honest. A good lawyer is all of those things and more. You are so fortunate to be 
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gifted with the practice of law. You are a generalist in the best sense of that word. It is no 

accident that the founders of our nation and Abraham Lincoln were lawyers. Artists do a fraction 

of what you do. Business people pursue limited objectives. Lawyers are the link between the 

individual and society as whole. You have the opportunity to interact with all of humanity and to 

integrate all human possibility in your person. It is my honor to work with you. You have the 

tools to live and work with joy and purpose. Sometimes when you are too close-up to the 

mundane and day to day, you become deaf and blind to the great gift and responsibility that you 

have and bear to be that most complete of artists – a lawyer. Your artistic medium is the practical 

fate of the world. You should know that you can be brilliant and noble without sacrificing a 

dollar or ignoring the technical aspects of what you do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


