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GENESIS OF IMPROVISATION IN HISTORICAL RETROSPECTIVE

The article examines the genesis of improvisation within the historical development of European theater. The study
employs an interdisciplinary approach that integrates historical-cultural, comparative, and art criticism methods. The
historical-cultural method made it possible to analyze the conditions that contributed to the emergence and development
of acting improvisation across different periods — from antiquity to the present. The comparative method was applied to
compare the specifics of improvisational practices in the theatrical cultures of different countries and eras. The art criticism
method assisted in identifying the aesthetic principles of improvisation and its functions within the stage structure of
performances. Elements of hermeneutics were also employed to interpret theoretical texts and to conduct a cultural analysis
of contemporary theatrical practices. The article examines the evolution of improvisational forms — from ritual practices
of antiquity, medieval farce, and commedia dell'arte to modern improvisational theater. The key stages in the formation of
the phenomenon are identified, and the influence of socio-cultural factors on its transformation is analyzed. Improvisation
is regarded not only as an acting technique but also as a philosophy of interaction with the audience, text, and space. The
author focuses on the role of the leading theatrical reformers — Stanislavsky and Kurbas — in the development of actor's
freedom, which encompasses spontaneity, creativity, and bodily presence. The importance of improvisation in 20"-century
creative laboratories and its gradual establishment as a distinct genre are outlined. Attention is paid to the practices of
contemporary improvisational theaters, which have both preserved the traditions of live stage and adapted them to the needs
of the digital age. It is demonstrated that improvisation, despite changes in aesthetic paradigms, retains its significance as a
means of deep stage exploration and the actualization of live dialogue with the spectator.
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TEHE3A AKTOPCBHKOI IMITPOBI3AIIIL B ICTOPUYHIN PETPOCIEKTHUBI

Cmamms npucesiuena OO0CHIONCEHHIO 2eHe3U aKMOPCbKOI IMNposi3ayii 8 KOHMeKCmi ICIMOPUYHO2O PO3BUMK)
esponeticokoeo meampy. Y 00CHOHCeHHI 3ACMOCOBAHO MINCOUCYUNTIHAPHUTL NIOXIO, WO NOEOHYE ICIMOPUKO-KYIIbIYPHULL
NOPIGHANbHUL ™A MUCMEYME03HAGUULl Memoou. Icmopuko-KytemypHuil Memoo 0ag 3Mo2y NpoaHanizyeamu ymosu
BUHUKHEHHs. Ma PO3GUMKY AKMOPCbKOI IMnposizayii ¢ pisHi nepioou — 6i0 anmuyrocmi 0o cyuacrocmi. ITlopigusanbHuil
Memoo BUKOPUCAHO 071 3ICMAaBeHHs: Cheyuiky IMIPOSI3ayiliHUX NPAKMUK Y MeampaibHuX KyIbmypax pisHUX Kpait
ma enox. Mucmeymeosnasuuii ananiz oonomie 8uUAGUMU eCmemuyHi 3acadu imnpogizayii ma ii QyHkyii y cyeniunii
cmpykmypi eucmas. Takosic GUKOPUCMAHO eleMenmu 2epMenesmuKy Olisl inmepnpemayii meopemuyHux mexkcmie, a maxodlc
KV/IbMYpPONO2IYHULL AHATE3 CYYACHUX MEampalbHUX NPakmux. B cmammi poseisinymo esonioyito iMnpoei3ayiitHux hopm — 610
PUMYATIbHUX NRPAKMUK AHMUYHOCI, cepedrbogiuno20 papcy, commedia dell arte 0o cyuachozo imnposizayitinozo meampy.
Buoxpemneno knouoei emanu cmanogients ybo2o heHoMeHy, NPOaHAI308aHO BNIUE COYIOKYILIMYPHUX YUHHUKIG HA U020
mpancgopmayiro. Iunposizayis posenidacmvcs He auuie K aKmopcbKa mexHika, a sk ¢inocoia e3aemodii 3 ensdauem,
MeKCcmom [ npOCmopom. AKyenmoeano na poni npogionux meampanvhux pegpopmamopie — Cmaniciascvrozo, Kypbaca —
6 PO36UMKY AKMOPCbKOi c60000U, W0 nepedbaiac cnoHmManHicmy, KpeamugHicme i minecry npucymuicms. OKpecieno
3HaueHHs iMnposizayii y meopuux rabopamopisx XX cmonimms ma i nocmynoee 0QopmieHHs. Ik OKpemo2o Jicanpy. Ysazy
30Cepeddceno Ha NPAKMUKAax CydacHUX IMIPOSI3ayiiHuX meampis, wo He quuie 30epe2nu mpaouyii Hcusoi cyenu, a i
aoanmyeanu ix 00 nomped yugposoi 0obu. [osedero, wo axmopcovka iMIposizayis, Nonpu 3MIHy eCmemuidHux napaouem,
30epieae 8010 3HAUYUWICMb 5K 3ACIO 2TUOOKO20 CYEHIUHO20 NOWYKY MA AKMYani3ayii Jcueoeo 0ianozy 3 2is0adem.

Knrouosi cnosa: akmopcvka imnpogizayis, icmopis meampy, 06pa3omeopents, Komeois, 2110ay.
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Problem Statement. For many centuries, improv-
isation techniques in the art of acting have served as
an important tool in constructing a stage image. In the
modern period of theater development, improvisation
remains a relevant means of expression. In many per-
formances, actors are observed adjusting their behav-
ior during the action following the circumstances,
responding to the stage situation. Although these
improvisational elements often take on a pre-prepared
form today, they keep key features — particularly, a
focus on spontaneity and live interaction.

The ability to improvise contributes to the devel-
opment of acting technique and professional skills.
Improvisation provides opportunities to explore a
range of emotional states, trains quick responses to
changes in stage situations, and fosters the ability to
establish effective contact with partners on stage. The
study of improvisational techniques in historical ret-
rospect allows actors to expand their toolkit and adapt
to different genre styles and artistic contexts.

Research analysis. Many foreign researchers,
including Keith Johnstone, have addressed the study of
acting improvisation. His work “Impro: Improvisation
and the Theatre” is a fundamental study that covers
both the theoretical foundations and practical aspects
of improvisation. The author views improvisation as
an important component of acting technique, analyz-
ing its historical background, involving the traditions
of commedia dell’arte, which significantly influenced
the development of the modern approach to stage
spontaneity (Johnstone, 2018). The contributors to the
almanac edited by Anna Libera explore the history and
methodology of improvisation in “The Second City”.
The comedy troupe, which eventually established
itself as a leading institution in the world of improvi-
sational theater, pioneered the use of improvisation to
develop acting talent and create satirical revues. The
texts in the almanac also include historical references
to the theatrical traditions of improvisation (Libera,
2004). Anthony Frost and Ralph Yarrow view improv-
isation as a method, practice, and philosophy of acting
on stage, drawing on historical examples from ancient
theater to the 20" century (Frost, Yarrow, 1990). Their
approach allows for tracing the evolution of improvi-
sational techniques amidst changes in aesthetic and
socio-cultural paradigms.

Although Marvin Carlson’s research does not spe-
cifically analyze improvisation as a distinct theatri-
cal form, it provides a broad historical and cultural
context for understanding the evolution of theater and
acting styles, including improvisational forms (Carl-
son, 1993). This approach enables the comprehension
of improvisation as an integral part of theatrical tradi-
tion across different historical periods.
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Improvisation as a performing technique in theat-
rical art has not been sufficiently covered in Ukrainian
scientific discourse. At the same time, certain aspects
of the relevant topic are elucidated in scholarly
works by Valerii Patsunov, Nina Husakova, Tetiana
Hubrii (Patsunov, Husakova, Hubrii, 2019), Viktoriia
Strelchuk (Strelchuk, 2015), and Valeriia Shtefiuk
(Shtefiuk, 2021). Their publications contain valua-
ble scientific material that allowed delving into the
topic, analyzing the state of its evolution in Ukrain-
ian theater studies, as well as tracing the impact of
improvisational practices on domestic actors and the-
atrical figures. These works have become a crucial
fundamental source for the present research.

The purpose of the article is to examine the his-
torical development of improvisational techniques in
performing arts.

Statement of basic materials. It is difficult to
disagree that theater is the art form closest to life, as
the act of creation occurs in the “here and now”, in
the direct presence of the spectator. The actor’s lively
interaction with the audience, emotional immediacy,
and situational unpredictability — all contribute to
creating a unique form of artistic experience inherent
in theatrical art. Acting is one of the key categories
that defines such uniqueness. The process of acting
can evoke creative enthusiasm, aesthetic pleasure,
and deep personal involvement in performers. This is
especially evident in improvisation, which embodies
the essence of acting as free, intuitive, and expressive
self-expression.

Serhii Bezklubenko accurately conveys the con-
cept of improvisation in art: “this is a kind of artistic
creativity (in poetry, music, choreography, stage art),
when an artwork is created directly during its first per-
formance” (Bezklubenko, 2008: 141).

Improvisation is based on the involvement of the
performer’s subconscious resources and is often car-
ried out without a clearly defined model of action. It
allows freedom of expression — in movement, word,
gesture — and thereby opens new opportunities for
creative exploration of image building on stage. The
improvisational action encompasses the full range of
emotional states, allowing the actor not so merely to
demonstrate but to live through the scenic circum-
stances. In this regard, improvisation serves as an
effective tool for achieving acting truthfulness and
stage authenticity. It enables the realization of the
widely used theatrical formula “live on stage”, which
implies deep emotional engagement and authentic
experience.

At the same time, it is essential to distinguish
between professional improvisation and unprofes-
sional manifestations of stage disorganization, in
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which the actor arbitrarily alters the author’s text or
approved mise-en-sceénes not out of creative initiative,
but due to insufficient preparation and poor assimila-
tion of rehearsal material. Such actions often indicate
not artistic freedom, but a lack of performance disci-
pline.

The earliest manifestations of improvisation in act-
ing practice can be traced back to antiquity — the form-
ative stage of theatrical art. As noted by O. G. Brock-
ett and F. J. Hildy, “the earliest narratives about the
origins of Greek drama [...] suggest that tragedy
evolved from the improvisational performances of
dithyramb soloists” (Brockett, Hildy, 2004: 27). At
the same time, it must be emphasized that ancient
Greek theater, closely connected with the religious
cult of Dionysus, had a canonical structure: fixed
texts, mythological plots, masks, and well-established
mise-en-scene, all which limited the possibilities for
acting improvisation.

Outside the cult theater, a street folk tradition
gradually emerged, characterized by greater freedom
of form. This gave rise to the genre of mimes — short
everyday scenes without a fixed script, which did
not require a formal stage, as they were performed
outdoors or in private homes. Actors relied on facial
expressions, gestures, and spontaneous language to
create satirical portrayals of contemporary issues.
According to O. G. Brockett and F. J. Hildy, “mime
was partially improvised and therefore required a
talent for inventing dialogue, organizing action, and
coordinating movement” (Brockett, Hildy, 2004: 73).

The tradition of mimes should be regarded as one
of the earliest manifestations of acting improvisation
in the history of European theater. Their performances,
which stood on contrast to the canonical norms of cult
theater and were often perceived as vulgar or mar-
ginal, nonetheless initiated a line of spontaneous and
live performance that later became a crucial vector in
the evolution of acting.

In tracing the origins of improvisation in ancient
theatrical art, it is worth turning to the figure of Her-
odas (also known as Herodotus; Greek: Hpwdag /
Hpdvdag), a Hellenistic poet of the 3™ century BC,
credited as the author of mimiambs — short everyday
scenes. These works, resembling dramatic mono-
logues or dialogues with a pronounced comic effect,
were written in verse that closely approximated spo-
ken language. In 18901891, a papyrus containing
eight mimiambs by Herodas was discovered in the
Fayoum Oasis (Egypt). This finding became an inval-
uable source for the study of early forms of everyday
satire and theatrical improvisation in the Hellenis-
tic era. Scenes such as “The Matchmaker” (I), “The
School” (III), and “The Girlfriends” (VI) depicted
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ordinary urban life and featured the characters from
the lower social strata — figures who were rarely met
in the “high” Greek theater (Kenyon (ed.), 1891;
Arnott, 1971).

A distinctive feature of the mimiambs is the simu-
lated nature of the scenes, which were likely intended
for performance by a single actor or a small group
of performers. Some scholars suggest that Herodas’s
mimiambs may be a foundation for improvised per-
formance, in which the actor, guided by the general
narrative framework, could freely vary intonation,
facial expressions, and even the text itself, adapting it
to a specific situation or audience (Arnott, 1971; Sto-
rey, 2003). Thus, Herodas and his mimiambs can be
regarded as some of the earliest historical evidence of
the use of improvisational techniques in theatrical per-
formance. Although the mimiamb texts were recorded
in writing, their stage realization likely allowed for
spontaneity, with acting based on imitation, carica-
ture, and a vivid response to everyday reality — fea-
tures that align these works with the modern concept
of theatrical improvisation.

Alongside mime, the genre of pantomime devel-
oped in ancient theater, flourishing during the Hellen-
ism period and the Roman Empire. Its founders were
former slaves, Pylades and Bathyllus, who elevated
pantomime to the level of “high art” under Emperor
Augustus (Other Types of Roman Theater). The genre
originated in ritual ceremonies and was character-
ized by expressive physicality, gestures, and the use
of masks instead of words. Over time, pantomime
evolved into an entertaining, improvisational form
that influenced the subsequent development of non-
verbal performance art. In the Roman context, pan-
tomime had a profound cultural impact. Although
initially shaped by ritual, it quickly transformed into
an improvisational performance style in which bodily
expression and masks replaced spoken language, lay-
ing the groundwork for modern forms of improvised
performing arts.

The origins of ancient Roman theater can be traced
back to folk improvisational traditions. “The Roman
poet Horace (65-8 B.C.) wrote instead that the Latin
theater arose even earlier from improvised, offensive,
and often immoral verse dialogues of clowns who,
wearing masks, entertained people during harvest
festivals and wedding celebrations” (Brockett, Hildy,
2004: 58). One of these genres was the Fescennine
verses (Latin: fescénnina carmina) — poetic improv-
isations with satirical elements, characterized by
lively language and spontaneous performance. They
became a crucial folklore source for the formation
of professional theater and initiated the tradition of
improvisation on the Roman scene.
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Improvisational techniques of mimes inspired
Titus Maccius Plautus, one of the most prominent
Roman comic playwrights. His comedies were distin-
guished by dynamism, satirical sharpness, vivid lan-
guage, physical expressiveness, and lively dialogues,
which had much in common with improvisational
practice (Kovbasenko, 2012: 185). Thus, the mimetic
tradition, though marginalized by contemporaries,
laid a vital foundation for the development of stage
improvisation as a technique, which would later gain
recognition as a legitimate artistic technique within
the comedy genre.

In ancient Roman theater, the Atellan held a prom-
inent place as one of the earliest forms of Italian folk
farce. Originating in the 3rd century BC in the city of
Atella (Campania), it had rural roots and a distinctly
improvisational nature. Performances were structured
around a basic plot or theme, while dialogues, stage
interactions, and dramatic developments were shaped
spontaneously during the performance. Such a struc-
ture provided flexibility, an element of surprise, and
direct engagement with the audience. Improvisation
was a fundamental principle that ensured a lively
and dynamic theatrical form. Even after the Atel-
lanae began to be transcribed in the 1% century BC,
the freedom of performance was largely preserved.
Typical character masks — Maccus, Bucco, Pappus,
Dossennus, and Manducus — allowed actors to switch
roles quickly, maintaining anonymity and flexibility
in shaping comedic action. Mask and improvisation
functioned complementarily, supporting both physi-
cal and verbal expression, thus laying the foundation
for the further development of improvisational theater
traditions (Fabula Atellana; Hrkach, 2013).

In the folk art of ancient Roman theater, a place of
prominence was held by histriones — traveling actors.
They typically specialized in improvisation and come-
dic performances. Histriones had a significant impact
on the development of Roman theater, with their rep-
ertoire encompassing a wide range of genres, from
comedy to dramata. They employed various props
and masks to portray their characters. Histriones also
incorporated dancing, singing, and different acrobatic
elements to make their performances engaging and
dynamic (Brockett, Hildy, 2004). These actors rarely
followed a fixed script; instead, they worked from a
general theme and appeared to improvise dialogues
and situations in response to the audience.

Performers of English and French mystery plays,
morality plays, and farcical comedies of the 10" to
12" centuries actively employed improvisational tech-
niques, even when following predetermined scenar-
i0s. Actors were often free to insert lines, add jokes,
respond to the audience reactions, and even involve
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spectators in the performance. These elements con-
tributed to the liveliness and interactivity of the the-
atrical experience, especially in contrast to the rigid
formalism of church ceremonies.

In the cycle of English mystery plays (Smith,
1885), dramatic characters frequently addressed the
audience directly: they preached, joked, and even
provoked reactions. This created a form of “festive
interdiscourse”, in which the boundaries between per-
former and spectator became blurred.

In his monograph, O. Klekovkin, referring to an
analysis of the most prominent theatrical fraternity
in France — the Confraternity of the Passion in Paris
(Confrérie de la Passion) — cites a fragment of a
text by the Paris prosecutor to the parliament, which
attests to the use of acting improvisation in mystery
performances authorized by bishops or city magis-
trates: “These dishonorable people — sorts of carpen-
ters, city watchmen, fish traders — cannot make head
of tale of it. They decided to stage the Acts of the
Holy Apostles, incorporating numerous apocryphal
elements at the beginning and obscene farces at the
end. Their performance lasted six to seven months,
diminishing the audience’s sense of piety and char-
ity and provoking scandals and ridicule” (Klekovkin,
2006: 143). This case illustrates that improvisation in
medieval theatrical practice functioned as interactive
performative technique, yet it often conflicted with
the official expectations of both the church and state.

Having separated from church drama and gained
prominence in folk theater, the farce emerged as a
distinct theatrical genre in the 13" century. Its ear-
liest forms relied heavily on improvisation, with
plots being developed directly during performance,
although some scenarios were latter committed to
writing. Farce was characterized by physical com-
edy, absurd of situations, and grotesque characters.
Interaction with the audience introduced an improvi-
sational element, as performers enjoyed considera-
ble freedom in onstage expression. Actors employed
facial expressions, gestures, bodily movement, and
spontaneous dialogue, interacting actively with spec-
tators. Adaptation to audience reactions became an
integral part of performances, reinforcing the com-
municative dimension of theatrical production. The
improvisational nature of farce demanded flexibility
and inventiveness from performers, contributing to
the dynamic and engaging character of folk theater
(Brockett, Hildy, 2004).

It was the farce of medieval theater that served as
a blueprint for one of the most significant achieve-
ments of Italian Renaissance theater — the commedia
dell’arte. The Italian folk theater of the 14™"—16™ centu-
ries can reasonably be regarded as an improvisational
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phenomenon and a site of stage experimentation.
During this period, Italian theater experienced active
development accompanied by an expansion of crea-
tive freedom for actors and theater troupes in inter-
pretating popular comic plots. Under these favorable
conditions, the commedia dell’arte emerged — a form
of professional theater based on fixed script outlines
(canovacci). However, it allowed for extensive act-
ing improvisation, particularly in dialogues, audience
interaction, and physical performance. The continu-
ity with medieval farce is evident in the use of stock
characters, masks, sharp satire, and physical humor.

0. Klekovkin comments it as follows: “The main
emphasis in the theater of masks was on the skill of
physical expressiveness, the art of replacing lengthy
speeches with a few gestural signs, as well as on
the choreographic organization of the performance.
The performer demonstrated their abilities primarily
through variation, clever delivery of lines, and lazzi
(jokes inherent in the theater) — improvised used of
props appearance, costumes, scenic elements, and so
forth” (Klekovkin, 2012:605).

The Shakespearean stage marked a significant
milestone in the legitimization of acting improvisa-
tion. Despite the presence of a clear dramatic text,
actors of his troupe had scope for improvisation — in
lines, intonation, and interaction with the audience.
This freedom enabled adaptation of the play to the sit-
uation and enhanced audience engagement. Improv-
isation in the relevant theater went beyond verbal
expression, encompassing psychophysical actions
and responsive interplay with partners and the envi-
ronment. It demanded skill, flexibility, and a “here
and now” presence, becoming the hallmark of the
professional Renaissance actor (Stern, 2000).

The decline of acting improvisation is linked to the
establishment of professional national theaters in the
late 19" and early 20" centuries. However, the process
began in the 18" century with the rise of stationary
theaters, the strengthening of the director’s author-
ity, and the increasing complexity of stage discipline.
Improvisational forms were displaced from the main
stage to marginal venues, such as fairs, cabarets, and
clubs. Although improvisation lost its dominant posi-
tion, it did not disappear but adapted to new socio-cul-
tural realities (Brockett, Hildy, 2004).

As part of the development of modern theatrical
acting, Konstantin Stanislavski’s method played a
key role in rethinking the nature of stage action and
improvisation. His system encouraged actors to “live”
their reactions within a predetermined structure, foster-
ing organic and emotionally authentic performances.
The principle of the “if” and the “circle of attention”
established the foundation for natural and spontaneous
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interaction both between stage partners and with the
audience — features closely aligned with the fundamen-
tals of improvisation (Stanislavski, 1953).

Les Kurbas, a reformer of Ukrainian theater, sought
to liberate the actor from strict subordination to the
literary text and directorial schemes. At the Berezil
studios, improvisation functioned as a tool for explor-
ing the depths of the human Self and for shaping a
collective actor, combining emotional plasticity with
intellectual expression. Kurbas noted: “The director’s
theater is the acting theater within the artistic com-
position of the performance” (Kurbas, 2001: 568).
However, he emphasized that “improvisation is good
only in the order of search — not spontaneous” (Kur-
bas, 2001: 568). Anticipating the development of the
theater toward post-drama, he attributed a leading
role to improvisation: “It is possible that there will be
almost no words... <...> It is possible that improvisa-
tional theater will be revived <...> in a different, new
form of theater” (Kurbas, 2001: 31).

Since the second half of the 20" century, improvi-
sation has emerged as an independent theatrical genre.
Improvisational theaters, such as The Second City in
Chicago and The Groundlings in Los Angeles, have
functioned as laboratories for the development of
stage techniques. Ideologically, they emphasize rapid
response, co-creation of the plot, and close interaction
with the audience. The Second City Theatre Company,
founded in 1959, is the oldest continuously operat-
ing improvisational theatre in the English-speak-
ing world and has focused on satirical improvisa-
tion as a way of creative expression (Second City
40th anniversary celebration, 1999). The Groundlings,
founded by Gary Austin in 1974 in Los Angeles, are
based on Viola Spolin’s techniques and specialize in
an improvisational sketch-comedy approach (Spolin,
1999). Improvisation festivals and international work-
shops have also emerged, facilitating the exchange of
practices among artists worldwide. In the digital age,
these traditions have expanded into the online space,
ranging from short sketches to interactive streams.

Conclusions. Improvisation is one of the oldest
and, simultaneously the most relevant forms of the-
atrical expression. The historical development of the-
atrical art, along with the diversity of artistic trends
and traditions, has contributed to the formation of
improvisation as a distinct acting technique. This
phenomenon inevitable arose as a natural response to
the actor’s need for lively creative exploration, cog-
nitive flexibility, and sensitivity to the immediacy of
the stage moment. From ancient farces and medieval
mysteries to commedia dell’arte, Shakespearean the-
atre, and Kurbas’s modernist quest, it has constantly
evolved, preserving the vital connection between
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actor and spectator. In the 20" century, despite the theatrical discipline. Today, improvisation remains a
increasing authority of the director, improvisation vital tool for creative freedom, emotional authenticity,
not only endured but also emerged as an independent  and interactive dialogue in the theater.
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