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SUSPEND 
YOUR 

DISBELIEF
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O ur high school’s production of Into the Woods was 
amazing. We had a great story, a stellar cast, and 

direction from some of the most talented and caring drama 
teachers in our area.

It was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. We performed to a 
sold-out theater every night and drew some national atten-
tion, collecting several accolades along the way—including 
an invitation to the National Thespian Festival.

My high school had more than its fair share of theater talent 
over the years, but this was the first time the school had 
ever earned a spot in the festival. What’s more, we were to 
perform on the main stage, a distinction that was reserved 
for the best of the best.

We were just a small private school from the midwest, but 
the other schools were on a whole other level. They hailed 
from places like New York, Los Angeles, and Las Vegas, 
where school plays are not just an after-school activity, but 
a pipeline to the mainstream entertainment industry. One 
look at their sets, makeup, and costumes, and you felt like 
you were on Broadway and not at a high school exhibition.

Our club, on the other hand, was a bit … scrappier. Our cos-
tumes were homemade and often cobbled together with 
remnants from prior shows. We did our own makeup (and 
over time got pretty skilled at it). And our set! Our set was a 
literal embodiment of the concept of the willing suspension 
of disbelief.

As Into the Woods takes place, well, in the woods, we needed 
lots of trees. Our solution was to purchase giant cardboard 
tubes, at least eight feet tall and several inches in diameter. 
A few weeks before we opened production, we came in on a 
weekend, rolled them all in, textured them with papier-mâché, 
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and painted them brown. Then we added leaves, birds, and 
other accents freehand to create our own enchanted forest.

When we finished, I loved our set. It was a testament to that 
scrappiness of ours, our creativity, and frankly our ingenuity 
in finding such a simple, yet elegant, solution. But when we 
took in the other teams’ sets, there was no comparison. One 
play took place on a boat, and the set was like watching 
Titanic. Another that took place on an island had a set like 
an afternoon on the beach. And I’ve seen television sets less 
detailed than that for a third play set in an apartment.

Seeing these professional-quality sets night after night, as 
our main performance approached, completely sapped our 
confidence. Our once-enchanted forest turned back into a 
bunch of cardboard tubes. It was past midnight, and time 
for Cinderella to go home.

During the morning run-through, our teacher, Dr. Moss, could 
feel the lag in energy. Reading a room and being sensitive to 
others’ moods was one of his strengths. Rather than ask us if 
we were OK, he came at the problem indirectly and delivered 
a passionate speech about the actor’s role in creating the 
suspension of disbelief.

Theater works because of the partnership between the 
actors and the audience. The actors commit to their 
characters and the story, and the audience commits to 
going on a journey with those actors. The audience at 
Stratford knew the witches in MacBeth weren’t actual 
witches. Our audience knows this isn’t an actual forest. 
But for the 90 minutes or so that we perform, our job is 
to convince them to believe, and reward that belief with 
an incredible journey.
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We did commit, our audience came along with us, and we 
gave our best performance ever. It was flawless, we left 
everything we had to give on that stage, we got a standing 
ovation, and we all learned a very valuable lesson that day.

The concept of the willing suspension of disbelief is primarily 
an artistic idea, but I’ve found it to be a useful illustration for 
helping people break out of their cognitive constraints and 
remove barriers to problem-solving.

When you’re facing a tough problem, sometimes the problem 
is all you can see. The constraints are there, and they’re 
very real, but so is your imagination. And often, using it to 
simply suspend your disbelief and imagine a world without 
constraints can be a powerful first step towards a solution. 
In fact, in many cases it can be the only step you really need.

No problem is truly unsolvable. Even if the only solutions 
seem theoretical, it’s worth considering them just to ignite 
your brain. Remember that at one time, being able to fly was 
impossible, but not 60 years after the Wright Brothers figured 
it out, there were human beings on the moon.

Whatever 
solutions exist 
in the world 
begin first in 
the imagina-
tion, and the 
imagination is 
most powerful 
when we let it 
run freely. ■ “You weren’t supposed to see this.”




