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improvisation manual

upright citizens brigade comedy improvisation manual is a fundamental resource for
anyone interested in mastering the art of improvisational comedy. This manual
encapsulates the techniques, principles, and philosophy behind the Upright Citizens
Brigade (UCB) approach to improv, a method that has shaped some of the most successful
comedians and performers in the industry. Whether you are a beginner eager to learn the
basics or an experienced improviser looking to deepen your skills, this guide provides
comprehensive insights into scene work, character development, and collaborative
storytelling. The manual emphasizes spontaneity, agreement, and ‘yes, and’ principles, all
critical elements that foster creativity and connection on stage. This article explores the
history of the Upright Citizens Brigade, the key concepts within their comedy
improvisation manual, practical exercises, and the broader impact of UCB's
improvisational style on contemporary comedy. Below is an outline of the main areas
covered in this article to facilitate a structured understanding.

History and Background of Upright Citizens Brigade

Core Principles of the Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation Manual

Techniques and Exercises for Developing Improv Skills

Structure of UCB Scenes and Long-Form Improv

Impact of UCB on Comedy and Entertainment

History and Background of Upright Citizens
Brigade
The Upright Citizens Brigade (UCB) originated as a comedy troupe in the late 1990s,
founded by Amy Poehler, Matt Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh. These performers
brought a fresh and innovative approach to improv and sketch comedy, which quickly
gained traction in the comedy community. Their style combined sharp wit with a strong
emphasis on collaborative scene work, setting them apart from traditional improvisational
methods. The founders later established the UCB Theatre in New York City and Los
Angeles, which became essential hubs for training and performance. The UCB Comedy
Improvisation Manual was developed as a formalized guide to teach their unique approach
to improv, codifying the techniques that had contributed to their success. Over time, the
manual has become a definitive resource for aspiring improvisers worldwide.



Core Principles of the Upright Citizens Brigade
Comedy Improvisation Manual
The Upright Citizens Brigade comedy improvisation manual is built on several core
principles that guide performers in creating compelling and spontaneous scenes. At its
heart lies the concept of “Yes, and,” which encourages improvisers to accept and build
upon their scene partners’ ideas. This principle fosters a positive and collaborative
environment essential for seamless scene progression. Another critical aspect is the focus
on strong character work, where performers develop distinct personalities that drive the
narrative forward. The manual also emphasizes listening and reacting authentically, rather
than forcing jokes or predetermined outcomes. Understanding spatial relationships and
status dynamics between characters is another foundational element that adds depth and
realism to scenes. Together, these principles form the backbone of the UCB
improvisational approach.

Yes, And Philosophy
The “Yes, and” philosophy is a fundamental tenant within the Upright Citizens Brigade
comedy improvisation manual. It involves accepting what another performer offers and
then expanding on it to advance the scene. This mindset prevents blocking or
contradicting ideas, which can halt the flow of improvisation. Instead, performers are
encouraged to contribute positively and add new information, keeping the narrative fluid
and engaging.

Character Development
Character development is a vital component in the UCB manual. Performers are taught to
create clear, distinct, and consistent characters that provide motivation and direction
within a scene. Using specific traits, objectives, and physicality helps improvisers maintain
authenticity and make scenes more relatable and entertaining.

Listening and Reacting
Active listening and genuine reactions are stressed throughout the manual. The ability to
truly hear and respond to fellow improvisers’ offers ensures scenes feel natural and
spontaneous. This skill helps avoid scripted or forced dialogue, maintaining the integrity
and unpredictability of improv performances.

Techniques and Exercises for Developing Improv
Skills
The Upright Citizens Brigade comedy improvisation manual includes a variety of exercises
designed to build foundational skills and improve overall performance. These activities
target different aspects of improvisation such as spontaneity, teamwork, and creativity.



Regular practice of these exercises enables performers to internalize the principles and
respond more instinctively during live scenes. Some exercises focus on quick thinking and
association, while others develop listening and acceptance. The manual encourages
consistent rehearsal to cultivate confidence and adaptability on stage.

Warm-up Exercises
Warm-up exercises are essential for preparing both the mind and body for improvisation.
Common warm-ups include word association games, vocal exercises, and physical
movement drills. These prepare performers to think quickly and respond energetically
during scenes.

Scene Building Drills
Scene building drills focus on constructing coherent and engaging narratives
collaboratively. Exercises often involve establishing locations, relationships, and objectives
within short scenes, helping performers practice the “Yes, and” principle and character
work.

Listening and Agreement Games
Games that emphasize listening and agreement help reinforce trust among performers
and strengthen group cohesion. These activities train improvisers to support each other’s
ideas and maintain scene momentum.

Word association drills

Emotion and status exercises

Character switch scenarios

Group storytelling games

Acceptance and blocking avoidance practices

Structure of UCB Scenes and Long-Form Improv
The Upright Citizens Brigade comedy improvisation manual provides comprehensive
guidance on structuring scenes and understanding the dynamics of long-form improv.
Unlike short-form improv, which relies on quick, unrelated games, UCB’s long-form
technique focuses on extended scenes that build on relationships and themes introduced
earlier. This method allows for deeper character exploration and more nuanced
storytelling. The manual outlines how to initiate scenes with strong offers and how to



organically escalate conflict and stakes. It also discusses the importance of callbacks and
thematic connections that tie disparate scenes together into a cohesive performance.

Short-Form vs. Long-Form Improv
The manual distinguishes between short-form and long-form improvisation. Short-form
consists of brief, often game-like scenes with immediate punchlines, while long-form
develops longer narratives with complex character arcs. UCB’s specialty lies in long-form,
emphasizing narrative cohesion over rapid-fire humor.

Initiating and Developing Scenes
Initiating scenes effectively is a key skill taught in the manual. Performers learn to create
strong openings by establishing clear who, what, and where elements. Development
involves building on these foundations through character objectives, status shifts, and
escalating stakes, ensuring scenes remain dynamic and interesting.

Use of Callbacks and Themes
Callbacks and thematic elements are techniques used to unify a long-form show. The
manual encourages performers to revisit earlier details or jokes to create a sense of
continuity and payoff for the audience, enriching the overall experience.

Impact of UCB on Comedy and Entertainment
The Upright Citizens Brigade comedy improvisation manual has had a significant influence
on modern comedy and entertainment. Many notable comedians and writers who trained
at UCB have gone on to become influential figures in television, film, and digital media.
The manual’s emphasis on collaboration, risk-taking, and storytelling has helped shape
contemporary comedic styles and improv education worldwide. UCB’s approach has also
contributed to the rise of improv theaters and schools, establishing a global community of
performers dedicated to refining the art of improvisation. Its techniques have been
adopted by corporate training programs and creative workshops, demonstrating its
versatility beyond traditional comedy settings.

Influence on Television and Film
Graduates of UCB have contributed significantly to popular television shows, movies, and
streaming content. The manual’s principles often translate into naturalistic dialogue,
inventive characters, and innovative comedic timing seen in contemporary media.



Expansion of Improv Training
UCB’s manual has inspired the creation of numerous improv schools and theaters
worldwide. Its structured yet flexible framework makes it an ideal foundation for teaching
improvisation at various skill levels.

Broader Applications of UCB Techniques
Beyond comedy, UCB’s improvisation techniques are employed in corporate training,
education, and therapy. Skills like active listening, adaptability, and collaboration are
valuable across many professional and personal contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy
Improvisation Manual'?
The 'Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation Manual' is a book written by Matt
Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh, founders of the Upright Citizens Brigade (UCB)
improv group. It serves as a comprehensive guide to learning the fundamentals and
techniques of long-form improvisational comedy.

Who are the authors of the Upright Citizens Brigade
Comedy Improvisation Manual?
The manual is authored by Matt Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh, who are the
founding members of the Upright Citizens Brigade comedy troupe and pioneers in the field
of improvisational comedy.

What topics are covered in the Upright Citizens Brigade
Comedy Improvisation Manual?
The manual covers a wide range of topics including the principles of improv, scene work,
character development, group dynamics, game theory in comedy, and exercises to build
confidence and spontaneity on stage.

Is the Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation
Manual suitable for beginners?
Yes, the manual is designed for both beginners and experienced improvisers. It starts with
foundational concepts and gradually introduces more advanced techniques, making it
accessible to anyone interested in learning improv comedy.



How does the Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy
Improvisation Manual differ from other improv books?
This manual is distinct because it is based on the specific style and philosophy developed
by the Upright Citizens Brigade troupe, emphasizing long-form improv, the 'game' of the
scene, and collaborative storytelling, which sets it apart from other improv methodologies.

Can the Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation
Manual help improve stand-up comedy skills?
While the manual focuses primarily on improvisational comedy, many of the principles
such as timing, character work, and audience interaction can also benefit stand-up
comedians by enhancing their spontaneity and stage presence.

Where can I purchase or access the Upright Citizens
Brigade Comedy Improvisation Manual?
The manual is available for purchase through major book retailers such as Amazon,
Barnes & Noble, and independent bookstores. Additionally, digital versions may be
available through online platforms like Kindle or other e-book services.

Additional Resources
1. Truth in Comedy: The Manual of Improvisation
This book delves into the foundational principle that great comedy stems from genuine
reactions and truthful moments. Written by Charna Halpern, Del Close, and Kim Johnson,
it offers practical exercises and insights aimed at helping improvisers create authentic and
hilarious scenes. It emphasizes the importance of agreement and listening in improv.

2. Impro: Improvisation and the Theatre
Keith Johnstone’s classic text explores the art and theory behind improvisational theatre.
It covers techniques for spontaneity, creativity, and audience engagement, providing a
comprehensive guide to performers and teachers alike. The book is filled with exercises
designed to break down barriers and enhance performance skills.

3. Improvise: Scene from the Inside Out
Written by Mick Napier, this book offers a fresh and sometimes unconventional approach
to improv, focusing on character development and active listening. It challenges
traditional improv rules and encourages performers to trust their instincts. The book
includes practical tips and exercises to help improvisers find originality in their scenes.

4. Free Play: Improvisation in Life and Art
Stephen Nachmanovitch presents improvisation as a vital creative force beyond the stage.
This philosophical and poetic work explores how the principles of improv can enrich
everyday life and artistic expression. It is a thoughtful meditation on spontaneity,
creativity, and the human spirit.

5. The Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation Manual



Co-written by Matt Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh, this manual is a comprehensive
guide to the UCB style of improv comedy. It breaks down key concepts, exercises, and
games that have shaped one of the most influential improv theaters. The book is both
instructional and entertaining, suitable for beginners and experienced improvisers.

6. Improvisation at the Speed of Life: The TJ and Dave Book
TJ Jagodowski and David Pasquesi share their insights and philosophies on long-form
improv in this engaging book. It offers detailed discussions on scene work, character
creation, and the importance of presence and listening. Their unique approach highlights
the beauty of simplicity and depth in performance.

7. Improvisation for the Theater: A Handbook of Teaching and Directing Techniques
Viola Spolin’s seminal book is considered the bible of improv teaching. It provides a
wealth of theater games and exercises designed to develop creativity, spontaneity, and
ensemble work. The techniques presented have influenced countless improv performers
and educators worldwide.

8. Truth in Comedy: The Manual of Improvisation
This book, by Charna Halpern and Del Close, explores the concept that comedy is most
effective when based in reality and truthful interactions. It offers practical advice for
creating compelling scenes that resonate with audiences. The text also emphasizes the
importance of saying "yes, and" to build on ideas collaboratively.

9. Whose Improv Is It Anyway?: Working (and Parenting) Through Theatre Games
By Jesse Case, this memoir-style book blends personal stories with improv philosophy and
techniques. It explores how improv principles can be applied to parenting, work, and life
challenges. The book offers a heartfelt and humorous perspective on the transformative
power of improvisation.
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