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Course Description This course aims to introduce the fundamentals of acting through Viola 
Spolin theater games and improvisational-based acting exercises. Students will learn the main 
tenets of acting through systematic exercises that develop stage truth, engage the senses, 
encourage the imagination, deepen concentration, and free inhibitions to connect freely and 
fully with fellow players and with the stage environment that is the foundation for all other 
coursework.  

About Viola Spolin: 

Biography  
Born Nov. 7, 1906- Chicago Ill. 

Died Nov. 22, 1994-Los Angeles, CA 

Theater educator, director, and actress recognized internationally for her “Theater Games” system of 
actor training, was raised in a tradition of family theater amusements, operas, and charades. Viola 
Spolin trained initially (1924-26) to be a settlement worker, studying at Neva Boyd’s Group Work 
School in Chicago. Boyd’s innovative teaching in the areas of group leadership, recreation, and social 
group work strongly influenced Spolin, as did the use of traditional game structures to affect social 
behavior in inner-city and immigrant children. 

While serving as drama supervisor for the Chicago branch of the Works Progress Administration’s 
Recreational Project (1939-1941), Spolin perceived a need for an easily grasped system of theater 
training that could cross the cultural and ethnic barriers within the WPA Project. Building upon the 
experience of Boyd’s work, she responded by developing new games that focused upon individual; 
creativity, adapting and focusing the concept of play to unlock the individual’s capacity for creative self-
expression. These techniques were later to be formalized under the rubric “Theater Games.” “The 
games emerged out of necessity,” she has said. “I didn’t sit at home and dream them up. When I had 
a problem [directing], I made up a game. When another problem came up, I just made up a new 
game. (Interview,Los Angeles Times, May 26 , 1974) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neva_Boyd
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Works_Progress_Administration
http://nwda-db.wsulibs.wsu.edu/findaid/ark:/80444/xv50967


 
Viola with her Young Actors (note: Alan Arkin is 3rd from the left and Alan Alda 2nd from the right, 
looking over her shoulder) 

In 1946 Spolin founded the Young Actors Company in Hollywood. 
Children six years of age and older were trained, through the medium of the still developing Theater 
Games system, to perform in productions. This company continued until 1955, when Spolin returned 
to Chicago to direct for the Playwrights Theater Club and subsequently to conduct games workshops 
with the Compass, the country’s first professional, improvisational acting company. From 1960 to 
1965, still in Chicago, she worked with Paul Sills (her son) as workshop director for his Second City 
Company and continued to teach and develop Theater Games theory. As an outgrowth of this work, 
she published Improvisation for the Theater (1963), consisting of approximately two hundred and 
twenty games/exercises. It has become a classic reference text for teachers of acting, as well as for 
educators in other fields. In 1965 she co-founded the Game Theater in Chicago, again working with 
Sills. Open only one evening a week, the theater sought to have its audiences participate directly in 
Theater Games, thus effectively eliminating the conventional separation between improvisational 
actors and audiences who watched them. The experiment achieved limited success, and the theater 
closed after only a few months. 

In 1970 – 1971 Spolin served as special consultant for productions of Sills’s Story Theater in Los 
Angeles, New York, and on television. On the West Coast, she conducted workshops for the 
companies of the Rhoda and Friends and Lovers television series and appeared as an actress in the 
Paul Mazursky film Alex in Wonderland (MGM 1970). 

In November 1975 the publication of the Theater Game File made her unique approaches to teaching 
and learning more readily available to classroom teachers; in 1976 she established the Spolin Theater 
Game Center in Hollywood, serving as its artistic director. In 1979 she was awarded an honorary 
doctorate by Eastern Michigan University, and until recently she has continued to teach at the Theater 
Game Center. In 1985 her new book, Theater Games for Rehearsal: A Director’s Handbook, was 
published. 

Spolin’s Theater Games are simple, operational structures that transform complicated theater 
conventions and techniques into game forms. Each game is built upon a specific focus or technical 
problem and is an exercise that militates against the artifice of self-conscious acting. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Playwrights_Theatre_Club
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Compass_Players
http://sillsspolintheaterworks.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Second_City
http://www.spolin.com/products/
http://www.spolin.com/paul_sills_interview.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhoda
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0071031/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Mazursky
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alex_in_Wonderland
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0810140071
http://www.spolin.com/products/


The playing (acting) emerges naturally and spontaneously; age, background, and content are 
irrelevant. The exercises are, as on critic has written, “structures designed to almost fool spontaneity 
into being” (Review, Film Quarterly, Fall/Winter 1963) By themselves, the games have liberating effect 
(accounting for their wide application in self actualization contexts); within the theater context, each 
clearly fosters a facet of performance technique. There are games to free the actor’s tension, games 
to “cleanse” the actor of subjective preconceptions of the meaning of words, games of relationship and 
character, games of concentration – in short, games for each of the area with which the growing actor 
is concerned. Key to the rubric of Spolin games are the terms physicalization (“showing and not 
telling”), spontaneity (“a moment of explosion”), intuition (“unhampered knowledge beyond the 
sensory equipment – physical and mental”), audience (“part of the game, not the lonely looker – 
onners”), and transformation (“actors and audience alike receive .. the appearance of a new reality”) 
To achieve their purpose, Theater Games need only the rules of the game, the players both actors and 
audience are considered to be players), and a space in which to play. Beyond the very tangible 
pleasures of “playing” which the games encompass, they also heighten sensitivity, increase self-
awareness, and effect group and interpersonal communication. As a result, Spolin’s games have 
developed currency beyond actor training, that is, in encountering techniques, self-awareness 
programs, and nonverbal communication studies. Viola Spolin’s systems are in use throughout the 
country not only in university, community, and professional theater training programs, but also in 
countless curricula concerned with educational interests not related specifically to theater. 

The list of Spolin’s guest lectures, demonstrations, and workshops is extensive. She has introduced 
her work to students and professionals in theater, elementary and secondary education, schools for 
gifted and talented programs, curriculum studies in English, religion, mental health, psychology, and in 
centers for the rehabilitation of delinquent children. She notes that “Theater Games are a process 
applicable to any field, discipline, or subject matter which creates a place where full participation, 
communication, transformation can take place” (Los Angeles Times, May 26 1974) Exemplary of the 
broad recognition her work has received are a 1966 New England Theater Conference Award citing 
“contributions to theater, education, mental health, speech therapy, and religion,” and the 1976 award 
by the Secondary School Theater Association of its highest honor; the Founders Award. In her 
devotion to the development and application of Theater Games, Spolin has made a unique 
contribution to American theater. Written by D.E. Moffit 

Course Outline 

Week 1 

Exercise: “Exposure”  

Reading and discussion of Viola Spolin's “Creative Experience.” 

Game: Kitty Wants a Corner  

Walk in Space: “Feeling Self with Self” “Seeing Without Labeling”  

Group Exercises: “Seeing a Sport”, “Seeing a Sport Recall”  

http://www.filmquarterly.org/


Week 2 

Game: Wink  

Space Walk: “Contact and Support of the Space”  

Exercises: “Listening to the Environment”, “What Am I Listening to?”  

“Identifying Objects” “Group Touch (space substance)”  

Notes: Continuation of engaging the sensory imagination through auditory and kinesthetic 

oriented games and exercises.  

Week 3 

Game: Swat Tag  

Space Walk: “See and be seen”, “Seeing in the Distance”  

Exercise: “Identifying objects”, “Group Touch (familiar object)” “Tasting and Smelling”  

” “Mirror”, “Who is the Mirror”, “Tug of War” 

Notes: This session explores individual creativity through partner and group exercises 

utilizing and shaping the space between each player. 

Week 4 

Game: Red Light / Green Light  

Space Walk: “Touch and be Touched, See and be seen”  

Exercises: “Sending sound” “Orientation Game #1”, “Play Ball”, “Involvement on Twos”, 

“Involvement without Hands”, “Difficulty with small objects”  

Notes: This session engages students in simple scene improvisations.  

Week 5 

Games: “Who Started the Motion”, “Name Six”  

Space Walk: “Slow Fast Normal”  

Exercises: “Three Changes”, “How Old Am I?”, “Object Moving Players”, “Part of a  

Whole”, “Sending sound” “Orientation Game #3”  

Conclusion Game: “New York, Lemonade”  

Week 6 

Games: "New York, lemonade" 



Space Walk: “Skeleton”  

Exercises: “Mirror Exercise #2”, “Part of a Whole", "Three Changes", "What do I do for a 

Living?", "Mirror Exercise #3(Penetration)"Conversation with Environment'”  

Week 7 

Games:  Duck, Duck, Goose 

Space Walk:  'Feeling self with self while sitting in chair" 

Exercises:  "Trapped", "Physicalizing an Object", "Shaping Space", Ensemble Space 

Shaping", “Transformation of Objects", "No Motion" “Sending sound” 

Week 8 

Game: "Sock tag", "Explosion tag" 

Space Walk: "Give and Take" 

Exercises: “Sending sound”  "Penetration", "Add a part", "Add and Object Where #1" 

Introduction to ‘’Where" "Where Exercise" 

Week 9 

Game: “Freeze tag” 

Space Walk:  "Feeling Self with Self" 

Exercises: “Sending sound”  "The Where Game", "What's Beyond? A", "What's Beyond? B", 

“What's Beyond? C", "Where with Help" 

Week 10 

Game:  “Zop!” 

Space Walk:  "Walking through substance" 

Exercises:  “Sending sound” "Where with Obstacles", "Finding objects in the immediate 

environment", "Where with unrelated activity" 



Week 11 

Game:  “Steel the Bacon” 

Space Walk:  “Blind walk” 

Exercises: “Sending sound” "Where Game (repeat)", "What time is it?" A", "What time is it? 

B", "What time is it? C", "Who Game", “Sending sound” "Weather Exercise #1", Weather 

Exercise #2", "Weather Exercise #3", "Who Game, Adding Where and What", "Exploration of 

Larger Environment" 

Week 12 

Game:  "New York, Lemonade", "Throwing the Light" 

Space Walk: "Feeling Self with Self" 

Exercises: “Sending sound” "Who's Knocking? A", “Who's Knocking? B", "Add an Object 

Where #2", "Who Game", "Exchanging Where", "Involvement with the immediate 

environment", "Where through objects", "Gibberish/English conversation", "Gibberish 

Demonstration", "Gibberish/English scene" 


