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FOREWORD 
THOMAS KELLY 
Recently, I had been thinking about a story from Sideways Sto-
ries from Wayside School that I read probably twenty plus years 
ago. I wondered if it was actually how I remembered it so I or-
dered it from the library and it just arrived a few days ago. I’ve 
checked out 891 things from the library; books, CDs, DVDs. I 
think everyone should get a library card. You can have things sent 
to the branch closest to you, so if you want to read Sideways Sto-
ries from Wayside School, watch Ladyhawke, or listen to A Boy 
Named Goo by the Goo Goo Dolls, you can go online and request 
them and they’ll arrive eventually! It’s great and I LOVE the 
Chicago Public Library!  

In the story that I just reread, Maurecia loves ice cream. She loves 
it so much that she eats it every day. Soon, she gets tired of every 
flavor and eventually she stops eating ice cream entirely. Luckily, 
her empathetic teacher wants to help. Mrs. Jewl makes an ice 
cream based off Maurecia’s personality and she brings it to class. 
It’s a big hit and everyone loves it because everyone loves Maure-
cia… except for Maurecia. She didn’t think it tasted bad, but it 
didn’t taste good, either. Mrs. Jewl still wants to solve Maurecia’s 
problem so she makes a “Joe” ice cream. This time, everyone 
loves it but Joe. She makes ice cream for every student and 
they’re all successful, but no one can taste their own flavor. No 
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one can taste their own flavor! We can’t appreciate who we are, 
but we can appreciate others! 

Right now, I’m trying to appreciate and love all of the person that 
I am. I want to become a sustainable system who’s autonomous 
and enjoys and encourages myself the way I want and dream for 
another person to do. So, if I ever trap another person in a rela-
tionship with me again, I can be a better partner who isn’t need-
ing X, Y, & Z from them. Whatever we share will be our choice 
and our gift to each other. It sounds great and easy, but it’s really 
hard! I’m having a tough time with it! I understand the princi-
ples; I tell myself that I have worth and I’m wonderful and my 
heart soars up to the clouds and I smile at everyone I pass on the 
sidewalk. So I wake up and tell myself nice things. And then? My 
day feels pretty similar to the day before, and I still want some 
white knight to swoop in and smile at me and fix all my problems 
and insecurities. I’m having trouble tasting my own ice cream, 
but I know that change is slow. So even though the days all feel 
similar, I feel very different now than I felt a year ago!  

One thing I like about facilitating the Hambook is when I get to 
encourage someone to write something about improv and then 
read what they have to say. Sometimes we get essay pitches, but 
often we just reach out to folks we admire. Sometimes they say, 
“Hell yeah!”, sometimes they say, “Not right now!”, and some-
times they say, “Who, me!? I’ve got nothing to say, but okay, I 
guess I’ll try.” They reluctantly agree to write something and, 
months later, where once a timid and polite cat crouched, now 
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proudly stands an opinionated lion roaring confidently and clear-
ly about something interesting. It’s a difficult and squirmy 
process to write anything, but I think at the end these authors 
taste their ice cream a little. 

So I’d like you to enjoy the antepenultimate Hambook, and, as 
you read it, look inside yourself and see if you can find something 
wonderful that you do or think. Maybe you can have a taste of 
your own ice cream? It’s a flavor everyone else already enjoys, 
and maybe you can savor it, too! 

In this issue: 

Audrey Schiffhauer wrote a thought-provoking piece about 
her approach to satirizing sexism in improv. Tyler Samples 
walked us through the minutiae of scene work and discusses the 
inherent dangers of assuming a teammate's suggestion. Glo 
Chitwood made us all laugh out loud in the coffee shops where 
we've met to work together with her essay about the process of 
advertising longform improv to the general public. Connie Os-
hana showed us how she uses her anxiety as a drive throughout 
an improv set. Rayna Caskey responded back to her own anxi-
ety about improvising at all, and whether her life might be better 
off without it. Resident Hambook editor Sarah Wagener sur-
veyed the Chicago improv community about how clothing and 
appearance factors into their performances, and she assembled 
her favorite anonymous responses into a thought-provoking and 
insightful collage. Louie Saunders took a gonzo approach to his 
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essay about the heydays of bar-prov, and even visited some old 
haunts to see if the scene is anything like it used to be. Steve 
Nelson wrote a very detailed history of The Holy Fuck Comedy 
Hour. And the Crowd Theater had a discussion with the people 
of H O U S E P R O V, and Drew Flippin recorded it and tran-
scribed his favorite parts. 
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PLAY WHAT YOU KNOW 
AUDREY SCHIFFHAUER 
The best thing about improv, for me, is having the chance to be 
something you are not. To be on stage in front of people not as 
yourself, but as someone else. We get to say things that out in our 
daily lives, we would never want to say. Improv is also an escape. 
A chance to clear my brain if I’ve had a bad day and live in a dif-
ferent world. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, improv gives 
me a chance to be sexist. 

There’s something powerful about pretending to be someone you 
don’t like. It makes you realize that although you are one person, 
you can temporarily mold yourself into any human being. That 
even though you’ve had an entire life full of experiences that 
shape your personality, you can still embody your polar opposite. 
It’s just fun to let words come out of your mouth that you would 
never sincerely say to someone. This opportunity is very fun and 
indulgent, but it’s also cathartic. Satirizing a real type of person 
allows you to criticize them in their own voice. However, for 
women, that power comes with a heavy price tag - a lifetime of 
sexism, and knowing that somewhere in the world, the man that 
we are embodying probably exists and is living a full live. The 
feeling of power comes from knowing that the words you are say-
ing have been genuinely spoken by a person who truly believes 
them. Women have earned this power by living through sexism - 
sexism that any cisgender man has never had to experience it. 
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And that’s why, my dudes, trying to share this power on stage 
with us can very quickly backfire, no matter how good your inten-
tions are. 

The reason female improvisers play shitty husbands, catcallers, 
sexist bosses and mansplainers is because that is a chance for us 
to satirize our daily life. Getting catcalled sucks - it’s rarely hap-
pened to me, thankfully, but the few instances stick out in my 
head and piss me off everytime I think of them. Catcalling some-
one in an improv show as a character is a way for me to turn the 
situation around to an audience and say, “Look at what I’m do-
ing. Watch it happen, think about it, laugh at it, and remember 
it.” I get to take an event that happened to only me and made me 
feel small and uncomfortable, and use it to get a whole room of 
people to laugh about it together. And it really is fun! It’s not this 
angry, bitter release of emotion - it’s truly a fun experience. It just 
happens to be rooted in negative emotions - we hate these men 
(or at least their actions), and we pretend to be them so they no 
longer have power over us. 

A couple weeks ago I was at a street festival and a guy compli-
mented my boyfriend’s jacket. He jokingly held out his wallet and 
phone and said ‘I’ll give you everything I have’. My boyfriend 
said, ‘I can’t, sorry. Actually, she,” pointing at me,  ‘bought it for 
me!’ The dude said, ‘Oh, can I have her?’, and then we walked 
away because, you know, that was a weird thing to say. It was a 
shitty little interaction that made me feel like men think they can 
trade in women for stuff - he couldn’t have a jacket, but he could 
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have a girl. Long feminist rant about objectifying women, etc, you 
get it. My point is, now I want to play this guy in an improv show. 
I want to make him stupid and insecure, and I want my friends to 
play his friends who hate him. More importantly, I want one of 
my female friends to play a woman who says ‘Excuse me? What 
the fuck did you just say?’, and go off on me as this guy. Doing 
that would feel amazing! I get to take a guy who pissed me off, 
play him in front of an audience, and make everyone laugh and 
say, ‘his guy is an idiot. Also, he seems pretty sexist, and I think I 
hate that.’ Me playing him on stage allows me to pull the true 
emotions behind sexism - insecurity, fear, ignorance - to the front 
of a character. Playing these types of characters has become really 
fun for me. Yes, it’s a chance for me to have fun and release some 
negative energy, but it also comes in handy as a defense mecha-
nism. I’ve been to a lot of improv jams where someone is trying to 
be funny and is just being straight up sexist, and I’ve gotten good 
at recognizing it immediately and calling out exactly what they’re 
saying. They were trying to get a laugh out of making me look 
bad, but now instead, I get laugh out of making them look bad 
and undermining whatever they were trying to do. 

All of the language I’ve used about playing sexist characters being 
cathartic, being an emotional release- as soon as a man chooses 
to initiate a sexist scene, all of that goes away because he is now 
in charge of what happens in the scene. I’m not really talking 
about dudes that are straight up sexist, the ones who think 
they’re being hilarious when they call you a bitch. I’m talking 
about men who fully intend to satirize these men, to say, ‘Isn’t it 
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insane that men call women bitches? I want to point out how ter-
rible that is,’ and then attempt that by walking on stage and call-
ing a woman a bitch. This automatically fails because you are not 
letting me CHOOSE to be in this type of scene; you are forcing 
me. Satirizing sexism is fun, but it’s not really something I want 
to do in every show. And more importantly, I need to be in charge 
of when I do it. If I pimp my male friend into being a douchey frat 
bro, believe me, I want him to be the biggest douche in the world. 
However, if I’m on stage just hanging out, waiting to play a doc-
tor or a ghost or whatever, and my well-meaning male friend 
comes on stage and says “Alright, pledge, you gonna suck my dick 
or not?”, I am not having fun. I am not in control. And if we are 
doing a scene in which we satirize sexism, you bet that the 
woman needs to be in control of it. Otherwise, what is the point 
of doing it? Are you trying to satirize sexism by making your fe-
male friends uncomfortable? Then guess what, you’re doing it 
wrong. 

Satire takes a lot of effort - rehearsal, writing, collaboration 
rewriting. If anyone can pull off ‘improvised satire,’ it’s gonna be 
the people who are directly affected by whatever they are trying 
to satirize. Let people of color make fun of racism. Let queer peo-
ple make fun of homophobia and transphobia. Trying to do it 
yourself will do nothing except make the people you were trying 
to ‘help’ feel uncomfortable and pissed off. Don’t make me a ver-
bally abused wife because you’re trying to point out how fucked 
up it is that so many women are verbally abused. Instead, let me 
come on stage and choose what our relationship is like. If that’s a 
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subject that I want to touch, I will take your hand and guide you. 
If not, let’s just do a scene where we’re at a wedding and we hate 
everyone there but we love the mozzarella sticks. 

Don’t get me wrong, I’ve seen men do this successfully - satirize 
something they haven’t personally experienced but believe is 
wrong. It’s possible, but it’s hard. You have to set yourself up in a 
scene so that everyone on stage knows EXACTLY what’s happen-
ing, and then you have to let yourself lose. I’m not writing this to 
say, ‘Hey dudes, go try this! You can do it!’ I’m just saying that 
obviously it is possible, but oh my god, so many men try it and 
fail and ruin shows for their female team members. One last piece 
of straight-up advice: if you do this and women on your team call 
you out on it, I highly encourage you to not get defensive. If a 
woman on your team tells you that something you did made them 
uncomfortable, please just fucking believe them. Don’t judge 
them, don’t make them prove it to you, don’t get pissed off; just 
accept it. We all make mistakes, and most of the time as long as 
you are apologetic and actually, genuinely trying to learn from 
your mistake, all will be well. 

Improv is about sharing the stage and trusting people. I put my 
trust in my teammates to help me have fun and not throw me 
into uncomfortable situations. Men have to trust their teammates 
to do the same, and understand that the people on stage with 
them come with different life experience, and that if they want to 
play with something, they’ll bring it up. When you’re improvising, 
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be sure to be open, trusting, playful and, if you feel like it, totally 
sexist. 
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THE THINKING WE 
DON’T THINK ABOUT 

TYLER SAMPLES 
What if I told you there’s a step that goes before “Yes and”, that it 
does most of the actual work in a good improv scene, and that it 
limits everything we do? 

How’s that for salacious, huh? 

We’ll get there by way of an example: 

I walk out and sit in a chair. I lift my hand above my head and flick my 
fingers as though over a series of switches. Then I say, in a serious 
voice, “All systems go, Houston.” 
My scene partner steps out on the other side of the stage, holds their 
hand up to their ear and says, “Roger that, Phil. We got a big party 
planned for you down here.” 

Then we do a scene about an astronaut coming home from space. 

But here’s the thing: I didn’t tell my scene partner I was an astro-
naut coming home from space. At all. I just used this little incred-
ibly important skill I’ll call “allusion” to make it seem like I did. 
And then they used an epically essential skill I’ll call “inference” 
to figure it out. THEN, they made an allusion of their own to ac-
knowledge mine and start building the scene. That, my friends, is 
an incredible feat of cognition and processing. And it happens 7 
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nights a week, usually around 8 or 10pm, for upwards of $10 a 
ticket. Magic. 

In order to make those allusions, not only did I mentally comb 
through physical movements and patterns of speech that I think 
of as signifying “astronaut”, I was also scrubbing through to pick 
the ones that I thought would best signify “astronaut” to my 
scene partner. Personally, the first thing that comes to mind 
when I think of astronauts is that I had a friend who worked tech 
for an event firm, and would often interact with the VIPs. He said 
Neil Armstrong was the biggest asshole he’d ever met. But allud-
ing to my character’s asshole-ness isn’t likely to make my scene 
partner immediately think, “Oh, Tyler is an astronaut.” 

So instead of drawing on my own direct associations, I instead 
did a mental search for the cultural shorthands that I thought 
would most broadly convey who and where I was: I flip switches 
and reference Houston. Maybe I also make my movements 
weightless (I’ve seen Apollo 13 and The Martian, I know what’s 
up). I do all this decision-making in the span of a few seconds. 

On the other end of the stage, just as quickly, my scene partner is 
decoding my allusions by means of… that’s right, inference. They 
watch me sit and know that must mean something, because that 
is clearly a conscious choice on my part,  and if it’s a conscious 1

choice, that means it is intended to communicate something. 
They see me diddle my fingers in the air and know that’s a con-
scious choice too, and quickly their brain starts narrowing down 

 Put a pin in that.1
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what it could be. “Is he tickling something? Doing ASL? Are those 
switches?” Then they hear me talk in jargon and reference Hous-
ton, and their pattern recognition circuit is fully tripped, because 
they have also seen Apollo 13, or at least heard it referenced, and 
they know that talking to Houston means NASA, and that the 
person most likely to be talking to NASA is an astronaut. And 
once they have that all figured out through intuition and cross-
referencing, they respond with an allusion of their own to com-
municate what they have inferred (“Roger that, commander”) 
and add another allusion that I will then need to infer (“big party 
planned for you down here”, why would they be throwing a par-
ty? etc). 

Now, I can’t expect that they will make the exact set of inferences 
I want them to, or that even if they make those inferences that 
they will act on them. They might think (or decide) instead that 
I’m an actor on a movie set, and yell, “Cut! Alright Phil, let’s do 
one more take.” Or that I’m in a simulator and say, “End simula-
tion, great job Phil.” Regardless, they understood that I was mak-
ing allusions, and used their powers of inference (relying on their 
own personal and cultural references) to surmise what I likely in-
tended.  2

 If they then decided to place my allusions into a different context then they surmise I intended, like 2

making my astronaut an actor, then they actually did two sets of inference, inferring what I meant 
AND a second interpretation, then picking the one they like better. (This, incidentally, is my absolute 
favorite thing to do in improv. If I can add another layer of context without invalidating anything 
that’s been said, I will.)
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All this, allusion and inference, before “Yes And!!!” can even 
start. That’s sublime. 

“A-ha! But what if I elect NOT to make an allusion, you pedant?! 
What say you then?!” says affronted reader John Q. Strawman. 

What I say is that obviously improvisers don’t have to make allu-
sions, but scenes are difficult without them and necessarily be-
come less grounded. If you elect to forego allusions, what you’ll 
need to use instead are statements that are based not in experi-
ence, but in definitions. To be an astronaut on a spaceship with-
out relying on cultural references or other allusions, I have to go 
out and say, “I’m an astronaut on this spaceship.” 

But here’s the thing: even though I’ve removed allusions, my 
statement still requires inferences. Because now my scene part-
ner needs to figure out the context for the statement, “I’m an as-
tronaut on this spaceship.” Because people don’t generally need 
to define themselves without an external reason prompting it.  So 3

first, they need to decide if it was diegetic or non-diegetic.  4

If it’s diegetic, it means that my character had a reason to say it, 
and there are a few possible contexts for why they would: 

My scene partner’s character needed to be told that, which means their 
character didn’t know it before. 

 Put a pin in that, too.3

 DEFINITION BREAK: “Diegetic” is a film term that means something (usually sound) that the 4

characters on-screen are aware of. So like, Harold and Kumar singing along to “Hold On” in the 
car, that’s diegetic music. “Non-diegetic” means something that the characters on-screen are not 
aware of, like the ominous cello in Jaws.
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I’m experiencing a mental health episode or on drugs (always a fun, 
empowering choice). 
I’m trying to lie. 

In all 3 instances, their character either doesn’t know me, doesn’t 
understand me or has reason to doubt me. The scene’s start, and 
likely most of its duration, is going to be focused on exploring 
why my character said that, and it’s going to be really difficult to 
get past that. It’s going to be a slog of a scene. 

If that initiation is non-diegetic, it means it wasn’t something I 
intended to be coming out of the mouth of my character, it was 
something I was telegraphing as a performer. Usually that hap-
pens when I want to make sure there is no ambiguity about the 
context I’m establishing. Which is a completely reasonable course 
of action, but my scene partner still has to respond to what I said 
in-character (dialogue very rarely has the luxury of being non-
diegetic). So since it wasn’t diegetic, that means my character 
didn’t have a reason to say it. That means they can treat it as it is: 
a sort of non-sequitur from my character that only warrants con-
firmation, not engagement. 

“Yeah Phil, I know. Hey look, it’s the Great Wall of China!”  5

Or they can choose to respond in kind: 
 “And I’m the chef on this spaceship.” 

And now they just kicked it back to me to justify why we’re talk-
ing like this. 

 Factually inaccurate, cannot be seen from space.5
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Regardless of how my scene partner elects to respond to the non-
diegetic initiation, the scene is fundamentally weaker than it 
would otherwise be, because the audience was made mindful of 
what they can see that the characters can’t: the performers. In 
other words, we’ve gone meta. And meta, my friends, is real hard 
to pull back from once begun, because it’s incredibly difficult to 
not be aware of something you made me explicitly aware of. 

So allusions aren’t necessary, but they are vital. They allow both 
the players and the audience to more readily accept and move 
past the basic believability of the characters, and focus instead on 
the characters’ experience of the scene. Definitional statements 
undermine character’s believability, and as a result create scenes 
that often focus solely on explaining the characters’ existence in 
the scene. 

And inferences aren’t just necessary or vital, they’re inescapable 
and automatic, because your brain is a big old pattern recognition 
engine, and when it can match an input to something it has expe-
rienced and understands, it will. 

“But, and so, who gives a flip, Tyler? I guess this is kind of inter-
esting to think about, if you want to get academic about make be-
lieve, but you grabbed my interest by saying all this somehow 
limits improv and you haven’t paid that off at all!” 

Well, Ms. Socratic Dialogue, I’m getting there. 

So allusions make us smooth and cool and believable as impro-
visers, because what we’re alluding to are the symbols and signi-
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fiers that collectively represent something already defined. I don’t 
need to say I’m an astronaut, I just need to do and say astronaut-
esque things and, assuming I do and say those things effectively, I 
can trust that my scene partner’s brain will use inference to re-
constitute those parts into its intended whole: an astronaut. 

But those symbols and signifiers can only come from one of two 
sources: personal experience and cultural experience.  

My parents are park rangers, so if for some reason I want to initi-
ate a scene about camping, I have a lot of signifiers to draw from, 
because I have a lot of experience with camping. 

“Hey Phil, there’s a whole cord next to the host trailer; let’s go 
grab some while they’re collecting fees.” 

That right there is a sentence I have said. So if I want to allude to 
being a camper, I can just recall being a camper and reenact it on 
stage. Those signifiers feel strong and present to me because 
they’re so personal and accessible. 

On the other hand, I’ve never been skydiving. So if I want to initi-
ate a scene about skydiving, I can’t rely on any first-hand knowl-
edge. But I can use my cultural knowledge of skydiving, of which 
I have a decent amount. I know some people who have skydived, 
and they’ve told me a little. But mainly, I’ve seen it happen in a 
lot of movies and tv shows. And from those many sources, I can 
pretty confidently say that when you’re skydiving, it’s really 
windy so you have to yell really loud, and everybody is amped up 
and barking out jargon and orders at each other. 
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“OK, YOU GIVE YOURSELF A THREE COUNT AND PULL 
YOUR CORD, RIGHT ABOUT 15,000 FEET. IF YOU GO 
DARK, DON’T WORRY, YOUR TANDEM PARTNER WILL 
GRAB IT.” 

Based on what I’ve seen, I believe this to be a pretty accurate de-
piction of something a skydiver would say.  

So here’s the problem with allusions: when I make one, I’m using 
signifiers that I believe will most effectively communicate the 
idea I have. If my scene partner doesn’t have a reference point for 
those signifiers, if they don’t know that a cord is a unit of mea-
sure for a large pile of firewood, then the allusion will fail to 
communicate my idea and they cannot support it. And that’s not 
a dire or rare situation; my scene partner knows I was trying to 
communicate something and will make their best guess (“Yeah! 
Let’s get it and plug it in!”) and I, being a good and giving impro-
viser, will support their choice and move forward with the scene. 
But you know what I probably won’t do? Make that reference 
again. Why would I? I was trying to connect and communicate 
with my scene partner, and I used something that I thought 
they’d understand but they didn’t.  

Or maybe I will do it again! Maybe my skydiving initiation was 
solid and my scene partner was an outlier and I think generally 
folks will understand it in the future. Or the camping initiation 
felt fun to me and I could handle the mess that ensued. Know 
what’s nice about both of those examples? Neither is especially 
important to me. 
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If instead I was drawing on my own experience as a teenager 
coming out to my parents and my scene partner didn’t get it, I 
think I’d be much less inclined to try that again in the future, def-
initely with that scene partner and probably in any situation that 
didn’t feel incredibly safe. Because that experience is important, 
and vulnerable, and powerful, and having it be misunderstood or 
someone making their earnest but incorrect best guess wouldn’t 
feel like it was honoring the place that experience holds for me. 

Instead, I’m going to focus less on trying to bring those deeply 
personal experiences to the stage, and focus more on allusions 
that I think will have a higher rate of communicative success. 
Which will probably be cultural references. 

Oofta, cultural references. The problem with these is, if I’m trying 
to use what I think will have the highest success rate, I’m going to 
use the references I think my scene partner and the audience. 
And at the average Chicago improv show, those references come 
from mainstream American culture, which tends to be dominated 
by white, cisgendered, patriarchal stories and perspectives. And 
on top of that, I’m more likely to make references to older parts of 
this culture than newer, since the older references have had more 
time to percolate. 

So if I need a holiday I’ll say Christmas instead of Eid. If I need a 
singer I’ll say Huey Lewis instead of Cardi B. Not because the 
former references are more important to me, but because they’re 
easier to rely on being understood. And because I just wanted to 
reference a holiday as part of my character’s reality, not their 
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defining feature. I don’t necessarily want to devote energy and fo-
cus in the scene to educating my scene partner. Especially not if 
it’s about something that carries a lot of weight in my personal 
history or identity, because instead of being accepted I’m being 
asked to, in a way, justify it. If my experiences or culture are mar-
ginalized or not culturally normative, it will take a lot of emotion-
al and mental work to bring them into the improv I do. 

What that leads to is an art form where every scene and show is 
only as strong as its weakest link (in terms of reference level). 
And not to put too fine a point on it, but in improv, there are a lot 
of weakest links when it comes to reference level, both in terms of 
personal experience and cultural experience. While our demo-
graphics are changing in wonderful ways, the average improviser 
is still a cis white man in his early 20s with a college degree. That 
means the average improviser has certain paucities when it 
comes to personal experience (by virtue of privilege and youth), 
and little unsought-exposure to culture references outside the 
mainstream. The average improviser is a goldmine for not catch-
ing allusions and fucking up cool scenes. 

And now, my dear reader, we’ve come to the first pin. You re-
member that, way back up there? I’ll wait while you look.  We’re 6

going to talk about how all of this crashes down on the head of in-
ference. 

See, the problem is, it’s happening all the time. Parts being fitted 
to wholes left and right. It happens when I come out and sit down 

 Page 8.6
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in my astronaut scene, because that’s clearly a conscious choice 
on my part. But my sex as a performer isn’t. And yet oftentimes, 
that will get pulled in as an inference by my scene partner and my 
character will be assumed to be a man. Probably a white man, 
even if I haven’t made that choice yet. What if I had gone out with 
the intention of being my favorite astronaut, Mae Jemison? Look, 
they called me Phil and everything. So now I either have to be 
stupid Phil or be like, “Well, actually…” and explain that I’m not 
who they said I am. It’s easiest to go along with it and play Phil. 
It’s not the end of the world being Phil instead of Mae Jemison. 
For me. A white man. But what if I’m genderqueer and constantly 
being made a he? Or if I’m a POC of mixed race and my charac-
ters are constantly being labeled as one race or another? 

The truly pernicious problem with inference is that so much of it 
goes unquestioned or examined. If I unconsciously have an as-
sumption that every person who looks physically male is a man, 
the only way I will ever assign someone a role counter to that is if 
I am directly told to. They will have to say, “I am a woman.” (Dear 
Reader! This is pin number two! Go find it. ) We are now in the 7

territory of definitional statements, which, as described above, 
remove focus away from a character’s experience and instead put 
it on a character’s existence. Instead of being an astronaut who is 
a woman and talking about spaceships, I instead have forced us 
to focus on how this astronaut in a spaceship is a woman. I have 
moved their gender from being a trait to their defining trait, all 
because otherwise they wouldn’t be allowed the trait at all. 

 Page 10!7
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“Now, Tyler. What do you suggest be done about all this?” 

Well, Professor Resolution, the most immediate answer is I sug-
gest you go broaden your horizons and challenge your assump-
tions. If you want your scene partners to feel safe and heard and 
seen, you need to be able to catch their allusions and make infer-
ences in good faith. 

Expanding your reference level is pretty straightforward: experi-
ence more things. One way to do that is just be really interested 
in other people, what they like and what they’ve lived. That can 
be difficult, but it’s also something you can practice. I have found 
that the easiest place to start is with childhood injury stories. Ask 
people how they got hurt. It opens up a world of other stories. 

Ask your fellow players what they’re listening to, reading, think-
ing. Make space for them and make it ok for them to not tell you 
if they don’t want to do that work. This is your journey, not 
theirs. Start making a point to consume media and culture that’s 
outside your bounds. Pick a genre of music, or tv, or book, or 
movie that you’ve never given time to and dip your toe in. Even 
only hearing one Fela Kuti song is better than never hearing any. 
The truth is that the internet has made it incredibly easy to par-
take of the interests of thousands of different types of people, and 
you should delight in that. As you learn these new references, 
employ them. Try them out in scenes. Maybe/probably most will 
fly over the heads of your scene partners and audiences, but you 
don’t know until you try, and if we don’t constantly constantly 
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try, improv becomes smaller and less vibrant as we endlessly re-
gurgitate things we know everybody knows. 

Beyond that, do actual in-person things you haven’t done before. 
Take up knitting, go to a Sacred Harp meet-up, do mushrooms, 
etc. Even better, invite your fellow performers to join you. In all, 
value the experience as one worth sharing.  

Checking your unconscious inferences is much harder. Own up to 
it, privately if not to your peers, and accept that it doesn’t make 
you a monster. You’re a product of a larger hegemonic culture 
that prioritizes and demands exactly those kind of inferences. But 
that doesn’t let you off the hook, it just means you shouldn’t 
waste time feeling guilty about it, you should instead just focus 
on getting more control over it. 

One thing you can start doing immediately is not letting your de-
faults be your defaults quite as much. Try to notice in yourself if 
you make decisions that aren’t necessitated by the dialogue. Are 
you assuming your scene partner’s character is a woman because 
the character has indicated that or because your scene partner is? 
If somebody calls for a doctor to walk on in a scene, are you ex-
pecting it to be a male performer? Or a white performer? Maybe 
for a little while force yourself to assume the opposite and see 
where it takes you. 

Also, if you notice unconscious mental shorthands in a group you 
perform with, raise it as a concern in a group discussion. Ask how 
people feel about it, if they’ve noticed it, and what seems to en-
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gender it. If you have a coach or leader, bring it up to them and 
ask them to help manage and train the group out of it. 

Even though improv as an art form is only as strong as its weak-
est link (referentially speaking), that doesn’t mean they’re the 
only ones who need to develop mindfulness. It’s everybody’s re-
sponsibility to get better about what we assume without thinking; 
we are all different from each other and we all in some form or 
fashion defy at least one of the categories society boxes us into. 
And that, dear reader, is awesome. Everyone deserves the chance 
to have their unique frame of reference honored and celebrated. 

So… what if I told you there’s a step that goes before “Yes and”, 
that, applied correctly, can expand the horizons of everything we 
do? 
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IMPROVISATION FOR THE 
LAYMAN 

GLO CHITWOOD 
Hello, I am calling to ask who Harold is. I am seeing his show 
tonight. 

Hello, where is the Glenn Close Theater? 

Hello, I am here for *squints at tickets* Improv Show. 

I am incredibly fortunate to work in the box office of THEATRE 
NAME UNDISCLOSED, where I get to interact with hundreds of 
improvisers and their confused parents every day. I moved to 
Chicago for comedy but am inherently shy, so to sit on a stool and 
force improvisers to come up to my window and introduce them-
selves to me has turned out to be a wonderful opportunity to 
meet the community. 

By design, improvisation is accessible, kind, and uncomplicated, 
putting the performers and the audience on one level playing 
field. It is not elitist stuff. It is the working class of the theater 
world. The Roseanne of the theater world. Old Roseanne, I mean. 
Not racist Roseanne. In a perfect show, a group of improvisers 
and audience members become best friends for an hour or so 
while they try to figure out what the heck they’re all doing there. 
Then the lights turn off, and everyone goes home. The end. 
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But, here’s the thing. I often answer the phone at THEATER 
NAME UNDISCLOSED, and if THEATER NAME UNDISCLOSED got 
a dollar every time someone called and asked who Harold is and 
why he owns all the teams, then THEATER NAME UNDISCLOSED 
WEST wouldn’t have had to shut down. 

Alright, the jig is up. It’s iO. I can’t keep this up. We all knew it, 
anyway. But that is exactly my point; we all knew it was iO be-
cause we, as Chicago improvisers, are a part of this exclusive club 
where all I had to say was THEATER NAME UNDISCLOSED WEST 
or Del Close or Harold, and we all winked at each other, locking 
everyone who is not a Chicago Improviséur out of this essay. And 
I don’t think I like that very much. I want people to get it. I want 
our confused parents to get it.  

How can we make longform more accessible to the non-impro-
viser? How can we make it more clear that we start with a bare 
skeleton and spend 25 minutes trying to build the muscles and 
organs? 

Look at the name of nearly any house show at iO, and try to re-
move yourself from the improv world for a moment. Most of us 
have a hard time doing so because we moved to Chicago and 
within the week began classes, so the jargon became clear almost 
immediately. 

The Harold Team Pasta Chinos and the Harold Team Butt Math. 

The fact that non-improvisers with no affiliation to the theater 
whatsoever will purchase tickets and trust this show based on the 

!22



title alone is truly the kindest leap of faith I can imagine. On top 
of that, the fact that people will come up to the box office and say, 

“Is the Butt Math show going to be about Butt Math?” 

And I say, 

“No, the name of the team has nothing to do with the show.” 

And they STILL say, 

“Okay. I’ll take two tickets.” 

...is unbelievable to me. I want them to walk in knowing what 
they’re going to get, at least a little bit. I want them to see that 
we’re on the same team, nobody knows what’s going to happen in 
the show, and the name of the show isn’t an elitist wink to an art 
form they could simply never understand. Audiences feel safe 
when they understand the rules of a game. We see it work won-
ders in longform all the time, if we can make the rules clear to the 
audience and ourselves. So, if they walk into a musical knowing 
that the basic idea of a musical is that the characters will burst 
into song, or they walk into a short form show knowing that the 
basic idea of a short form show is that the actors are going to play 
short form games, then surely we can name and market a show so 
that audience members don’t enter the theater wondering why 
it’s called Butt Math. It may just take a little more description in 
the pre-show details. 

Hey, This Is An Improv Show Where People Make Up Scenes 
That All Connect To Each Other In Some Way. You’ll See. It’s 
About 12 Scenes. Some Of Them Won’t Make Much Sense. It’s 
Called “Organic” When That Happens., might provide just 
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enough description to be the name of a Harold show. Or maybe, 
Improv Show: It’s All Scenes, Just Like TV. A show at iO called 
Improv Show would sell out immediately, because right now, 
these poor patrons approach the box office and ask for a ticket to 
Improv Show and I have to say, 

“Which one? Butt Math and Pasta Chinos? Or Slug Dads and Raunchy 
Sarah? Or Hunky Baby and Godzilla Is My Husband?” 

The confusion doesn’t necessarily clear itself up when the show 
begins, either. Sitting in the theater, the audience is given a 
quick, vague description of what’s about to ensue, and while it 
can be fun to watch, enjoying longform as a non-improviser is of-
ten not as easy as enjoying the clear-cut rules of short form. 
There are so many more gaps to fill in as an audience member. A 
sport can only become watchable and enjoyable when everyone 
understands the rules.  

Imagine going to a basketball game (let’s say Denver Nuggets vs. 
Chicago Bulls), and at the beginning of the game the referee says, 

“Can I get a suggestion of a line of dialogue you heard this week?” 

Someone in the crowd screams, 
“Pineapple!” 

And then the Denver Nuggets do an organic opening that ends in 
stomping and slowly dissolves into two Nuggets sitting in chairs 
pretending to chop an unreal amount of lettuce. Then, after 25 
minutes, the Chicago Bulls come onto the court and do the exact 
same thing. Then the Nuggets and the Bulls play Freeze. That’s 
definitely not basketball at all and definitely is a Harold show. 
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Point is, we, as audience members, would be confused. Because 
we would quickly realize that maybe we don’t know the rules of 
basketball – like, at all – but there are basketball students sitting 
in the audience laughing and applauding and writing things down 
in their notebooks like, “Nuggets had good second beat tonight”, 
so we would keep quiet and go home thinking maybe basketball 
is not for the non-basketball players. 

I am not implying that improvisers and students are intentionally 
shutting people out. I am also not implying that longform audi-
ences are stupid. What I am implying is that to be on the inside is 
so much fun and feels all-inclusive and not masturbatory at all. 
But how can we shape our titles, introductions, and forms so that 
our parents and strangers understand what’s going on when they 
come to see the thing we pour our hearts into? So that they really 
get it the way we do?  

I don’t want longform to appear to be some lofty club because, 
like me, many people who are inside the club joined the club be-
cause they were not elite enough for any of the other clubs. It is a 
refuge for people like us- people who would have a massive anxi-
ety attack if our friends tried to take us to the PRYSM Nightclub 
directly next door to THEATER NAME UNDISCLOSED iO. 

If we can make small changes so that our shows are more ap-
proachable, we give our audience permission to enjoy themselves 
and trust that they do not need expertise to do so. Because really, 
when the restrictions of the form and the Butt Math and the 
Harold and the painting of Del Close on the wall and the opening 
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and the third beat and the zipzapzop and the verbiage fall away, 
the audience can live moment by moment alongside the perform-
ers. And that’s when it becomes dumb, stupid, fun. 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DEAR DIANE: IMPROV 
SLUMPS 

RAYNA CASKEY 
“Dear Diane” is an advice column by Diane. 
Diane is the manifestation of every character named Diane in every improv show ever per-
formed. She’s your bubbly coworker, aggressive neighbor, favorite astronaut, and fun 
aunt. You are Diane and Diane is you. She is wise, she is fallible, she is funny, she is kind, 
she is strong. She has failed many many times. She’s here to answer your questions. This 
week she’s talking about improv slumps. 

Dear Diane- 

It feels silly and selfish to write this down but lately I’ve felt lost in 
improv. I’ve had high highs and low lows and lots of fluctuations in 
between. But for months I’ve felt solidly in the middle. Not great, not 
bad; just fine (with maybe a lil tinge of bad). 

I’m scared that this thing I love is actually a thing I love(d) and have 
been living in denial about it for a while. 

Maybe I’m just being over the top, but I know I’m not having as 
much fun as I used to have. I feel like I’m in a slump and I don’t 
know what to do about it. And saying that makes me feel ungrateful, 
whiny, and guilty. Do I take a break? Or recommit in a new way? 

Sincerely, 
Stranded 

(PS: Big fan of all your walk on and character work, Diane) 
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Dear Stranded, 

Oh, the improv slump/funk/lull/plateau. Maybe it’s a few bad 
shows, a stretch of off classes, or months of rehearsals and shows 
that don’t quite do it for you. 

First of all, everyone has experienced an improv funk or some-
thing like it. It can happen in lots of ways because it’s a regular 
thing. 

Second of all, you’re not ungrateful or whiny or selfish to voice 
how you feel. I don’t recommend fixating on the bad because you 
risk losing perspective. But it’s important to express your feel-
ings. You are saying something that’s hard to say. Because of 
course improv can be fun. Like, the most fun. Like, the best high 
of your radiant life. And sometimes improv feels bad. 

Sometimes improv feels bad. Sometimes improv feels bad. Some-
times improv feels bad. 

It’s worth repeating because it’s a regular and normal thing that 
we often try to ignore. Or we talk about it for 45 minutes during 
notes at 11:30PM. Or we discuss it for 3 hours at tense improv re-
hearsal. It can feel bad for lots of different reasons. There’s the 
bad where a teammate was being an unsupportive jerk. Or the 
bad where someone made you feel small or unsafe onstage. Or 
the bad where a scene alienated audiences. Or the bad where 
every scene where two women are onstage together a man choos-
es to do a walk on. Every. Single.Time. 
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But you’re not asking about that kind of bad. Those things have 
potentially contributed to the slump you’re experiencing (they 
have certainly contributed to my improv disillusion from time to 
time as a Diane). But you’re talking about something a little dif-
ferent. You’re asking about when improv doesn’t feel good or fun 
like it used to feel. 

There is no, “there there” 
or, something an acting teacher told Diane once 
Okay, my stranded friend; so improv doesn’t feel as much fun to 
you anymore. You’re afraid that you don’t love improv the way 
you used to. It doesn’t make you feel as good as it has in the past. 

For me, Diane, I often feel like I’m chasing the fun all the other 
versions of Diane have experienced. The Diane who piloted the 
plane during a monoscene. The first time Diane had a satisfying 
out line. Every time Diane edited a scene at the perfect moment. 
The Diane who made a callback that tied the entire piece together 
so effortlessly and she didn’t even realize it. It’s easy for me, Di-
ane, to try to run back to those things. But comparing today’s Di-
ane to another Diane is both confusing and not helpful. It’s the 
same for you. Comparing yourself to yourself won’t make you feel 
better or the slump go away. 

You’ve changed. You’ve grown. Everything’s always changing. But 
you’re expecting improv to stay the same and guiding yourself di-
rectly to a vague improv lull swamp. It doesn’t even have a real 
name, it’s so vague. It won’t change if you don’t do anything 
about it. You’re frozen and you’re not expressing opinions. You’re 
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afraid and you’re not making a choice one way or the other. You 
have to make choices. 

Take a Break or Recommit? Yes. But first: Talk to 
people. 
Here’s the thing, I’m not the authority on what to do. No one per-
son or manifestation of improv tropes (hello, nameless waiter 
carrying wine or water silently on stage) is the authority. Except 
for you! With the help of your friends, peers, and fellow perform-
ers. 

There is power in expressing how you feel. Talking to people 
makes a difference because you can connect with another human 
being who has felt that way, is feeling that way, or might someday 
feel how you feel. If that doesn't make sense to you, think of it 
this way: Talking about your feelings is like looking your partner 
in the eye at the top of a scene. Both things help you connect to 
people. 

Maybe you actively avoid talking about improv. For Dianes, it’s 
because we’re an amalgamation of Dianes named in improv 
scenes. So we’re in the scene, and when you’re in the scene you’re 
living improv, not talking about improv. Or maybe you like talk-
ing shop. If that’s you, keep it up! Any way you do it, be a person 
who expresses opinions and feelings as opinions and feelings, not 
facts. 
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Practical Magic: Advice 
There are a lot of opinions, options, and ways to address a slump. 
Probably not all of them will help you. But some will. Especially 
after you’ve taken the time to be honest with yourself, talk to 
people, and make choices. Here are some pieces of advice about 
facing an improv slump from former, current, and future Dianes: 

• Invest in your life. 
• Take a break. There’s nothing to push through when you’re feeling 

stuck in improv. It’s okay to stop for a while. 
• Go see your friends and people you admire do shows. But if that’s 

not fun either, stop. 
• Do and see other art. 
• Examine your motivations/goals/expectations. 
• In a show: Don’t initiate. Instead: Listen to/support/heighten your 

partner’s moves. 
• Take a longer break. 
• Ditch toxic people. This is true for life, too. 
• Take an even longer break. 

There is a brave, vulnerable person who fuels your wild charac-
ters and smart show moves in all the improv ups/downs/inbe-
tweens. Listen to her. And talk about it. You’re gonna be fine, but 
first you need to be honest with yourself. 

Yours truly,  
Diane (truly!) 

PS: If you’re looking for some other helpful thoughts and per-
spective from talented improvisers, Diane recommends these 
past Hambook essays: 
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• Shantira Jackson: Be Better 
• Alice Stanley Jr: Destroying the Scene on Principle 
• Yazmin Ramos: Character vs. Stereotype 
• Atra Asdou: Ins and Outs 

Special thanks to Matt Myers, Lawrence Collerd, and Erin Uttich 
for helping Diane with specific pieces of advice for improv funks. 

A Note from Rayna 
I realized I was in a months-long improv slump when I started to 
think about writing this piece. I was worried that if I thought or 
talked too much about improv I would discover that I actually 
didn’t like it. I was worried that by the end of writing it I would 
decide to quit improv. 

A fun thing about me is I’m kind of dramatic. 

But surprise! Ignoring my feelings didn’t make them go away. 
Surprise again! Talking about improv didn’t make me decide to 
stop doing improv. 

It turns out that I was actually thinking a lot about improv. I was 
thinking about how much I wasn’t enjoying myself. I was think-
ing about trying to make the right show moves. I was thinking 
about the bullshit and drama that can happen when trying to 
work closely with other people. Obviously I was in a pretty nega-
tive space and it made it hard for me to be grateful or enjoy im-
prov. I was stuck in my head. 

Talking about it with my friends and my girlfriend was the most 
helpful thing for me. It gave me perspective. It was good to be 
validated and also called out for my own shit. (Remember how I 
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like to be dramatic?) I took some breaks and cut back on improv 
commitments. I did other things with my time. I cried at a lot of 
books. I started other creative projects. 

But even then, sometimes improv still didn’t feel fun or fulfilling. 
I realized I was trying to control my improv experience which, 
wow, really doesn’t work and isn’t fun. This took me a while to 
figure out. 

By cutting back on commitments, trying new things, and sleeping 
more, I was able to change my approach. I made a choice to show 
up, support, and bring my voice to rehearsals and shows. I can’t 
control the other things. There isn’t more I need to do or push 
through. But I can say yes to my wild, brave self and to the gentle 
monsters I call teammates. 

And a big thanks to spring and summer for all the sunlight. 

Remember - I’m Diane. You’re Diane. We’re all Diane. Go do the 
damn thing and talk to your friends. 

Miigwech!  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THE DICHOTOMY OF 
TOTAL CONTROL AND 
GOING WITH YOUR GUT 

CONNIE OSHANA 
I am a chicken. My biggest fear is riding on a roller coaster with 
loops. I know it is against physics to fall out of an unseatbelted 
car, but I’m convinced I am the exception. I have “Ride On A 
Roller Coaster With Loops” on my bucket list, but I’m certain I’ll 
never cross it off. I’m a tight ass, but the possibility of surrender-
ing to my fear appeals to me, so it’s still on the list waiting for a 
line to pass right through it. If there’s one piece of advice I be-
grudgingly apply from misogynist Del Close, it’s the one written 
in every copy of Truth In Comedy. It’s the quote instructors used 
ceaselessly when we first learned how to improvise: “follow the 
fear.” Other platitudes are applicable: “Fall and figure out what to 
do on the way down.” “When you fall off of a cliff, you’ll always 
feel exhausted, but you’ll always be proud.” I have notebooks 
filled with these foreboding life or death cliff-falling scenarios. I 
understand it’s corny and unrealistic to devote my life to inspira-
tional sayings, but objectively chasing this attitude has helped my 
scene work. I’m still no expert, but on nights when I have good 
shows, it’s because I allow myself to lose a bit of control. I follow 
my gut instincts. I pay attention to my partners, chase my curiosi-
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ties/inspiration, react honestly, and edit whenever the fuck I 
please.  

I still get nervous before shows. My first instinct is to flee. My 
mind sits in the car at the top of the hill ready for everyone to 
witness my death. Any performer who says they don’t get nervous 
and that there’s nothing to be afraid of is lying, but I still want to 
have their fake sense of bravery. I also want to be liked. I am in-
timidated by a lot of my peers and respect their opinions. Audi-
ences are often filled with well-revered performers in the com-
munity (who are mostly white and that’s a problem), agents, 
comedy writers, family members, and judgy friends. The stakes 
are high to put on a quality show worthy of 20 minutes of their 
time. When my team The Dark Web plays Saturday night shows, 
I do everything in my power not to nervously poo in our commu-
nal 501(c)(3) non-profit performance space. A few of my team-
mates even silently retreat to their own corners of the green room 
to release a few loose booty belches. Buy me a drink and I’ll name 
their names. Instead of exploring a cavernous well of words I can 
use instead of “fart,” I will go back to my point. The way I handle 
nerves is by feeling the nervous energy in my gut, applying that 
energy to any emotion, and then allowing that to shape a charac-
ter.  

It’s difficult to describe a scene in a show where I have let myself 
run wild, Dionysian, and free like Stevie Nicks waving her shawl 
out an Oldsmobile Vista-Cruiser’s passenger side window: fresh 
and confident after doing rails of coke off of a mustachioed road-
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ie’s nasty-ass elongated pinky nail. It’s difficult because it’s easy 
to forget shows, and it also feels dishonest cerebrally explaining a 
fleeting moment of ultimate waywardness by taking apart that 
lawlessness and analyzing it step-by-step. It might be Imposter 
Syndrome, but it also feels gross saying, “Here’s a time I did it 
right.” For the purposes of what I’m trying to encourage in this 
essay, I’ll do my best. Just act on impulses. The worst thing is not 
acting on any impulses at all and dreaming of possibilities on the 
sidelines.  

An example of a time where I let my nervousness charge me into 
Bald Britney territory, The Dark Web had our first show. For a 
majority of the show, I played out of my body, completely stupe-
fied and nervously charged on the side. When I was actually in 
scenes, I was so nervous, I had trouble forming sentences. I told 
myself I had to be in the show-- no excuses. Then my teammate 
Roneesh and I were in a scene where we were two soft-spoken 
new age women working at a spa. We were specifically located in 
a Ylang-Ylang scented bathroom and his character revealed she 
was sleeping with an ex-boyfriend who recently dumped me. The 
second I heard this, my id fired up and I turned the nervousness 
in my actor gut into anger in my character’s gut. Forgive me for 
explaining this cutely, as if I were undergoing some kind of mys-
tical shape-shifting, as if I were suddenly sprouting hair and teeth 
like a London werewolf awooing in a Warren Zevon song. It’s not 
simply choosing to be emotional, but actually feeling something, 
even if it is nervousness at first. This requires checking into your 
body mindfully.  If I could demystify this, I’d say I took the ner-
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vous feeling and simply changed its name to anger and made my-
self believe it. The point was I made a decisive, reactive choice 
and didn’t drop my shit.  

In the scene, I reacted to Roneesh’s words by slowly turning 
around to collect myself. Then I slowly turned back around, al-
most shaking with controlled outrage, while carefully tearing 
down framed art on the walls. This is the “oh shit” moment. It’s 
relatable, because many of us have had our hearts broken at one 
point or another. It’s relatable because every human is expected 
to behave like an adult in moments of anguish, but the best part 
of improv is being able to do and say what wouldn’t be said or 
done in real life. The moment of disconnect is how my character 
chose to react to this heartbreak. The speed ramped up and I 
quickly started breaking everything in the store’s bathroom. Tiny 
bottles of essential oils were smashed, sage sticks were trampled 
by my feet, a mop was snapped in half over my knees. Roneesh 
helped a shit ton by adding fuel to the fire so I had more reasons 
to break things. Bedlam reigned in the bathroom and my actor 
brain was tickled by destroying everything. Every item damaged 
was a surprising discovery. You know how in spa bathrooms you 
wash your hands over a bed of black rocks or bamboo? I saw the 
rocks and just the act of seeing the rocks tickled me. The big 
takeaway is I didn’t let myself stop, no matter how ridiculous the 
situation started getting. The most unhinged thing was I even 
washed my hands angrily, pumping the soap dispenser with wild 
resentment. I angrily turned on the faucet. I angrily rubbed my 
hands together for a long fucking awkward time. I angrily turned 
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off the faucet. I angrily pulled strips of paper towels out of a frus-
trating paper towel dispenser. William Woods coming into the 
scene as an interrupting janitor ready to clean up the bathroom 
was the cherry on top of the tension. Explaining this doesn’t real-
ly do the moment justice, but I think my chaotic moves worked 
because the moves were emotionally driven and I operated on in-
stinct. I also took my time by exploring my environment. The 
mundane act of washing hands became an absurd one when 
paired with an emotional reaction, especially after I had already 
broken everything in the bathroom. This scene wouldn’t have 
worked as well if it was just a talking heads scene where I just 
talked about how angry I was with no charged emotion behind it.  

Having a sense of control can exist in tandem with mischief. It’s 
easy to feel like they are on completely opposite terrains. The 
straight man can never enter the state of the stooge and vice ver-
sa. I don’t believe this. I don’t believe in a stringent divide be-
tween cerebral performers and clowns, as if one has more artistic 
merit than the other and that there isn’t the possibility of com-
fortably fitting in both categories. It’s more like a spectrum, actu-
ally. The last Hambook issue featured a valuable dialogue be-
tween Scott Adsit and Jet Eveleth on restraining impulses to 
make clever jokes in scenes. More often than not, it is performers 
on the more cerebral end of the spectrum who are quick to make 
these clever quips. They’re usually writers ready with a premise 
for their scenes. This tendency isn’t reprehensible, but it does 
prevent a sense of spontaneity, emotional discovery, and forward 
momentum. The interview has valuable advice on not chasing af-

!38



ter clever ideas for the sake of being humorous, but by allowing 
the humor of a scene to spring naturally from reactive emotional 
discoveries instead. Hamfisted cleverness comes from the pan-
icked desperation of not hearing laughter and wanting to heim-
lich it out of people Doubtfire-style, polite chuckles projecting 
into the air like fake teeth and dislodged shrimp. Desperation 
supplied from a laughterless audience can kill a piece. There is 
nothing more agonizing than being in a group scene where no-
body is latching on to any ideas because the audience isn’t laugh-
ing and the team is desperately reaching for THE PERFECT HILAR-
IOUS IDEA. Someone will introduce something, another person 
will negate it and introduce something else, and the cycle contin-
ues. The audience is left confused and the actors are left scared to 
make any choice at all for fear they’ll get denied.  

It may seem counterintuitive as a comedian, but accepting that 
I’m not always hilarious has trained me to make moves that cre-
atively propel a show forward instead of making sell-out jokes 
that force a few chuckles out of people. Trust that the audience 
isn’t dumb and is watching in full support. This doesn’t always 
work; sometimes audiences are full of smug white men who don’t 
get it, and want their ambitions praised and their egos stroked 
(among other appendages). Most of the time, though, people are 
forgiving. Even when the audience does laugh, there is merit in 
re-focusing and reinvesting in commitment. I’m not saying play 
everything dramatically, like every scene needs to be a salacious 
courtroom drama where all your second cousins accidentally 
overdosed on the krokodil they found hidden in your aunt and 
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uncle’s garage, but playing with controlled, conscious commit-
ment can supplement wild child instincts instead of working 
against them.  

Now, this will go against everything I just said, but sometimes the 
fucking joke in your head is very hilarious and you should just say 
it. Every now and again, Stevie Nicks wants to emerge from the 
woods and peep her head from the wing of her fringed shawl and 
do several lines of coke regardless of the septal perforation she 
has from doing so much of it. Last week, a sub-coach encouraged 
us not to brandish guns in our show because it’s a lazy improv 
move and the topic of gun violence carries a very heavy emotional 
weight on our society. Obviously I agree with this sentiment, but I 
still introduced a gun in my scene. It depended on context. Here’s 
the context: my teammate Paul and I were a couple trying to 
spice up our sex life by taking nude photos in a child’s bedroom 
in an AirBnB. The bed we were on was one of those cars that are 
shaped like red corvettes. I found a glock in this child’s box of 
musty 90’s video games that presumably the child would never 
find because the gun was at the bottom of the box and the games 
suck so much the child would never care to get to the bottom of 
the box. My teammates and I laughed at the discovery of the gun 
because our sub-coach explicitly told us not to brandish guns in 
scenes. Still, I insisted on finding one. Introducing the gun itself 
wasn’t funny, but introducing it was cathartic because I did what 
I was not supposed to do. As a result, we all laughed. I don’t think 
wild instincts are an excuse to violate a teammate’s space when 
they don’t want to be touched. Nor are wild instincts an excuse to 
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be racist, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, ableist, or politically 
incorrect in any context. However, in other cases, we don’t always 
have to take ourselves seriously by following the rules or worry-
ing that we are ruining scenes with our walk-ons. Politeness as an 
actor can get in the way of wildness.  

Which brings me to the topic of editing. Everyone seems to be so 
fucking scared of editing a scene that isn’t theirs out of politeness, 
or because they don’t have the slightest clue what they want to 
initiate in the next scene. Go with your gut and edit when it feels 
like a scene has come to a natural end point. Don’t let the double 
dutch ropes turn to steel.  If the fear is out of politeness, it’s 1

kinder to edit. It’s ok to edit without a solid initiation in mind. It’s 
preferable to edit after the previous scene has established a game, 
or, if it’s a grounded scene, a who, what, where. It helps to edit on 
a laugh, but that’s not always going to happen. It’s not a popular 
technique, to edit without a solid initiation, but it does keep the 
show energy alive and it allows more scenic threads to blossom. 
To help spark some creativity, scenes can be initiated based on 
the show suggestion, emotion, previously mentioned characters 
that haven’t been seen yet, ideas pocketed from previous scenes, 
thematic elements, physicality. Everything is usable. Editing also 
provides relief for teammates who have endured playing in a 
scene for far too long. There is no expectation to be in the next 
scene after it’s been edited; other teammates may come in with 

 This is something Susan Messing said to me in a level 2 class I took. I was a very hesitant per1 -
former and I missed many opportunities to tag in and edit. When she said this, I think she meant 
that it’s harder to edit a scene or tag into it when the moment has passed. Again, go with your gut, 
and don’t let shit pass you by. This also applies to real life.
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their own initiations. This doesn’t happen a lot, but it should 
happen more often. I do notice that doing this can sometimes 
startle people and there can be a few moments of blank stage be-
fore a brave soul comes out. To prevent this, fellow teammates 
should be aware that there is a possibility of editing with no ex-
pectation of being in the next scene. When everyone goes in 
knowing this, people are usually on top of initiating right away. 
There is a great satisfaction to watching improv and seeing a 
scene where it is supposed to end. Let the scene have room to 
breathe, but also edit it at the right time so more can be unpacked 
later in the show. This is a great and precise way that all perform-
ers (but most especially cerebrally-driven performers) can use 
their natural inclination for control to provide opportunities for 
wildness to unfold as a groupmind. It’s everyone’s responsibility 
to pay attention, watch the show with an analytical mind, and 
help keep things moving or slow things down. The shows I see 
that move with brevity usually have more punk clout.  

It seems as if everything I have described seems to be working 
against each other. There is a lot to be said about acting on im-
pulse, but also acting with tact and precise control. All of these 
things need to work together to create a solid overall show. It’s 
important to go with one’s gut and edit when it’s appropriate to 
increase show energy, but it’s also important to let scenes breathe 
and establish relationships to provide sufficient fodder for the 
show. It’s important to let our characters emerge out of reckless 
abandon, but it’s also important to be aware of when we are 
alienating our partners by acting outside of the realm of the es-
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tablished reality. It’s important to watch our impulses when it 
comes to cracking jokes that take away from the overall focus of 
the show, but it’s also important to not take ourselves too serious-
ly and to fuck with rules every now and again. If I can provide any 
useful take-away, it’s the encouragement to force your presence 
in shows, commit to characters, react emotionally, edit constant-
ly, explore environment, and pay attention.  

!43



PRIVATE PRESS IMPROV 
LOUIE SAUNDERS 
It’s a grey Monday night on the edge of Logan Square, a casually 
hip neighborhood in Chicago that exudes a confident and effort-
less cool. It’s a place that is welcoming but I still feel completely 
out of place. But then again, I feel out of place almost everywhere.  

The bar Quenchers on the corner of Western and Fullerton is 
closing soon and with it goes the Monday night Spitballin’, an 
impressively long running variety and improv show that runs out 
of a performance space adjacent to the bar. Tonight the regulars 
are rowdy and mostly focused on an NBA playoff game. After or-
dering a craft beer (I have a job), I go through the curtain into the 
back. I scope the crowd In the awkward way I do; it is a mix of 
friends and strangers, some of whom are there to perform and 
some just to watch. 

It’s been so long since I took the time to go see an Improv show 
on one of my few nights off from performing, coaching or re-
hearsing which feels selfish. Although there are plenty of great 
shows going on at all the major theaters 24/7, I wanted to see 
something different, independent and intimate. 

Back when I started taking classes and performing in Chicago in 
2005, there was bar-prov everywhere. It seemed as if almost 
every current and former student had started up an improv night 
at every bar in the city. There were bars such as Mullen’s, The 
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Spot, Ginger’s Ale House, The Green Door, Horseshoe, The Un-
derground Lounge, Red Ivy, The Atlantic and the list goes on. In 
fact, it was pretty common to randomly go to a bar on a Monday 
through Thursday night and find yourself accidentally an audi-
ence member of an Improv Showcase. And with all due respect to 
the performers and producers of those nights, it was mostly really 
bad. I feel I have permission to say that, because when I per-
formed in them I was a major contributor to some pretty lousy 
improv. 

Case in point, my friend Anthony and I thought it would be a 
good idea to do a two person show at the Spot that involved us 
asking for a new suggestion after every scene. The premise was 
that the scene would go off the rails and we would blame the au-
dience claiming it was the fault of the suggestion. Pretty terrible, 
right? After doing this a few times to an annoyed, unresponsive 
audience I asked for another suggestion and someone yelled, 
“Grounded scene work!” It was a sick burn on us that was very 
well deserved. 

However, almost every night, in the midst of mediocrity there 
was  always one set of pure inspiration. There was often an other 
worldliness and intensity to those shows that would make them 
stand out. That type of passion and inspiration was the best. It’s 
the kind of thing I look forward to when I am at a show like Spit-
ballin’. 

As the night at Quenchers starts, there are some minor sound 
troubles but it doesn't stop the show from being great from act 
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one. The night bounces between solo material, improv, music, 
sketch and even a book reading. The energy and style varies from 
piece to piece but overall the show feels cohesive and well curat-
ed. 

Spitballin’ has been built with love from the ground up. Through 
the great work by the team Sand, this went from a back room se-
cret to a popular Monday night destination. It has rightfully 
gained a reputation as a haven for extremely talented weirdos.  
The kind of place where you will get to see something great, an 
event, that feels both secret and popular at the same time. It’s a 
shame the space is going to be reclaimed as a doctors office in the 
coming months. To those who have watched and performed there 
it feels like the end of an era. 

To me, Quenchers feels like an evolution out of the chaos of the 
bar-prov era. Like if Mullen’s from 2005 had survived the 
Wrigleyville makeover and decided to insert some variety and 
quality control. It feels like the best of what bar-prov had to offer. 

The best bar-prov show I ever witnessed was a 10-minute two 
person improv set at The Spot from a team called ‘Perspectives’. 
The whole world of the show consisted of soldiers on a battleship 
and indigenous people on an iceberg debating whether or not to 
destroy one another. It was a feverish back and forth between the 
two locations with very little being said besides, “Should we fire 
on that iceberg?” and, “Should we fire on that battleship?”. There 
was also briefly a seagull, but that move was immediately shut 
down. To this day I don’t believe I have ever seen an improv set 
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that has made me laugh as hard. By the improv technical manual, 
this show should have been a disaster, but It was inspired, fun 
and purely stream of consciousness.   

Bar-prov was the optimal opportunity to try and fail. At the risk 
of sounding like a nostalgic old  decaying relic, I do miss it. It was 
a bunch of oddballs just trying to figure out who we were and 
what we were doing. And in the midst of that struggle, the 
strangest among us would find something truly special. Today 
there may not be as many venues, but that spirit still exists in the 
nooks and crannies of the city. 

It’s 8:00pm on another Monday night and I am going to see an 
indie improv and variety show called DroShow. Walking down 
Lincoln avenue approaching the bar Gideon Welles I see a gaggle 
of improvisers warming up with reckless abandon on the side-
walk. I imagine what this must look like to the eyes of non-im-
provisers, and I love that. 

The show is set to take place in a tight corner of the bar. It’s over-
lit and the regulars are mostly focused on yet another NBA play-
off game in the adjacent room which is so loud I wonder how 
anyone will be heard at all.  

The show is a combination of poetry, monologues, stand-up, 
sketches and improv. The show’s tone weaves between sincere 
and dramatic, goofy and grounded, truth and fiction. The improv 
of the DroDay Improv team is fast and raucous, consisting mostly 
of high energy tag runs set within a tight world. It’s quick, funny 
and inspired. 
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Despite the distractions of the bar and the TVs, the passion of 
everyone on stage is loud and clear. For me, that's the sweet stuff. 
The passion of performing and the inspiration of creation trumps 
all the technical nuisances.  

This interest has spanned into other passions of mine as well. 
Over the past couple of years I have been obsessed with collecting 
Private Press records. In the late 60s to early 80s, getting a 
record made was cheap enough that thousands of musicians and 
artists from all over the US could make their own. Complete with 
album cover art and a recording studio session, you could easily 
get hundreds of records pressed for next to nothing. This made a 
sub-market for indie records that often were a little less polished, 
usually innovative and sometimes very strange.  

One of the most famous Private Press bands was the Shaggs. A 
homemade rock band of un-trained young siblings whose songs 
were written by their parents and performed in a barn. The songs 
include such controversial topics as Halloween, obeying your 
parents, and their pet dog. The offbeat tempo and shout-sing 
style was cited by Joan Jett and the Ramones as a contributing 
inspiration in the emerging punk scene of the time. 

This type of fringe art feels analogous to what is always happen-
ing in Improv, especially with these independent shows. Back in 
the days of the bar-prov boom, you had countless improv freaks 
constantly building their own night driven only by the need to 
play. Often that drive came from the rejection by one or more of 
the major improv institutions. Fresh out of the 5b level at Improv 
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Olympic, I did not make a Harold team and personally felt that 
sense of rejection. I was happy for my friends that did make the 
team (Revolver), but I couldn’t help but feel diminished. 

However our entire 5b Group, the Chicago Sashay Company, de-
cided to stay together as a team and continued to play together 
for years at bars and independent venues. We even had our own 
professional dance squad. Through those shows and my other in-
die teams like Pudding-Thank-You, I realized that I had been fo-
cusing on the wrong stuff. I had always been holding myself to 
the values of the theaters, but it was playing and creating with my 
friends that I truly loved. And it was those smokey, divey, messy 
stages that gave me the opportunity to do that. 

Today DroShow, Quenchers, HouseProv, the Crowd and other 
independent venues for Improv feel like the next evolution of 
that. They are bringing improv out of the barn and into the punk 
scene. The shows are far more consistently entertaining and 
sharp than in 2005. Yet the self-made nature of it remains and 
with it, the innate passion. It’s because of the mix of passion, lack 
of artistic restriction, and damn hard work that the chance of 
witnessing true surprises and ingenuity is more likely now than 
ever before. 

There are so many venues and opportunities to perform at in this 
city that the market for independent nights has diminished. If 
you don’t make a team at iO or Second City, there is always An-
noyance, Bughouse, CIC, Playground and many others which are 
all doing great work. Yet they are still venues that have a central 
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artistic oversight and require theater approval. This may be an 
overgeneralization, but it feels like many performers value their 
worth based on the acceptance of these institutions. I know I did.  

However, the largest institutions in the improv and comedy 
communities grew from back rooms and bars. Every major the-
ater and venue in Chicago has a similarly humble story to 
Quenchers or DroShow. They started from a simple need to cre-
ate and morphed into the complex, profitable thing they are now. 
That's just innovation and commerce.  

My ideal future for this artform and community would be to see 
more and more seepage from all the theaters and improv breed-
ing grounds leak out into the edges of our city. Into the bars, 
stores, clubs and alleys. Into areas and communities of this city 
where it would have never even considered before. In this decay-
ing relic’s opinion, the next revolution is going to come from the 
barn, not the stadium. 

!50



WHAT WE WEAR AND 
WHY WE WEAR IT: THE 
CLOTHING SURVEY 

SARAH WAGENER 
On a Wednesday morning this past December, halfway through 
my hour-long work commute to Hyde Park, at a busy intersection 
in the Loop with hundreds of people around, a woman I did not 
know charged me, grabbed me, and punched me in the face. She 
yelled my race and gender identity before swinging and hitting 
her right fist into the left side of my skull. Like past traumas I 
have experienced in my life, this one has had far-reaching, pow-
erful, lingering effects. 

Like I do, like we do, I healed, and am healing. Healing came in 
many forms: therapy, warm food cooked by the other Hambook 
editors and neighbors, handwritten notes from friends, flowers 
sent from my siblings in Los Angeles, deep hugs from my parents 
in the Chicago suburbs. So often for me, though, the most com-
forting energy in a time of healing comes from engaging with art. 
And the fellow improvisers and theatre artists in my life delivered 
art in this time of need in abound.  

My then Harold team, Roundabout, prepared an incredibly 
thoughtful care package that came hand delivered in an NPR 
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canvas tote. Alongside Oreos and bars of chocolate (I may or may 
not have a sweet tooth) was “Roundabout’s Feel Good Guide,” a 
carefully curated list of movies, music, and books that might give 
me comfort as I healed. One of the books listed on the “Feel Good 
Guide,” a book I had never heard of, was included on loan from a 
teammate and friend. The book was called Women in Clothes, 
written by Sheila Heti, Heidi Julavits, & Leanne Shapton. This 
book was so powerful during my healing, and it was, interestingly 
enough, the catalyst for The Hambook’s Clothing Survey. 

As the book’s website describes, “through original interviews, 
conversations, [and] surveys,” Women in Clothes “...explores the 
wide range of motives that inform how women present them-
selves through clothes, and what style really means.” The authors 
asked women about their clothing choices, and each chapter re-
vealed a different conversation with a different woman, or a com-
piled summary of many women’s responses to the same question 
about clothing. I read a few chapters of the book each night be-
fore bed this past winter, sleeping next to it for a good portion of 
the healing period into spring. The book surprised me, made me 
laugh, rekindled my interest in fashion as a means of self-expres-
sion and even self-love. I loved learning about how other women 
think about the clothing they wear, how they make choices about 
what to wear and how to wear it. Slowly over the course of the 
spring, I began purging my closet of items that no longer felt that 
they fit my life or the energy I want to embody. Just last week, I 
delivered a grocery bag full of dark-colored, high-necked sweaters 
to The Brown Elephant. I am finding so much joy in wearing 
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bright colors, showing more skin, wearing bold prints and unique 
patterns. I’m feeling more lighthearted in dressing. I find myself 
taking up space in a different way. 

As an improviser, I have always been very aware of what I wear 
onstage, what I have been taught about what to wear onstage, 
how the audience perceives me based on what I look like and how 
I dress, how I play into or fuck with that perception of who I am, 
and when and how I break “the rules” in dressing for improv 
shows. As I read Women in Clothes and thought about my cloth-
ing choices as they relate to improv, I wondered if other impro-
visers thought about the same kinds of things. At a Hambook 
meeting this past spring, I asked my sweet Hambook boys if I 
could develop a survey for Chicago improvisers inspired by the 
surveys in Women in Clothes. They enthusiastically said yes, and 
helped me make the survey better. 

This spring, we sent the Clothing Survey via Google Forms to a 
variety of improvisers in the community representing different 
ages, identities, backgrounds, lengths of tenure, and experiences 
in the Chicago improv community. We received 69 responses 
(you can’t make this shit up). Survey responses were collected 
anonymously, and computer IP addresses were not tracked. The 
survey consisted of 36 questions in several sections, including: 
Getting Dressed; Hair; Shoes, Hats, Accessories; Teachers and 
Institutions; and The Audience’s Perception of You. 

It’s interesting; strangely, I feel like the effects of the event of last 
December have somehow been positive for me. My friends have 
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heard me describe this attack as like receiving a punch in the face 
by the universe that awakened me to what and who is meaningful 
to me in my life, and what is not working and thus can be re-
leased. Healing has shown me how much love and support I have 
in my life, and has reminded me of my own strength. It provided 
clarity that has led to me exploring a new direction in my life; I 
start a new job in mid-August. It has led me to making some 
more playful, more whimsical fashion choices (I’m looking at you, 
technicolor Zara sweater and you, bell-sleeved floral Nordstrom 
Rack button-down). And, it led to the creation of the Clothing 
Survey, the results of which I hope you find to be as powerful, as 
moving, as candid, as fun, as frustrating, and as brave as I find 
them to be.  

Thank you to everyone who participated in this survey. Thank 
you for boldly being you in the fashion choices you make on and 
off stage. On behalf of the entire Hambook editorial team, I 
proudly present the summary of findings from The Hambook’s 
Clothing Survey. 

Sarah Wagener 

How would you describe a good outfit to wear 
in an improv show? 

‣ One that provides the improviser with the confidence and com-
fort, and the ability to play without personal inhibitions. 
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‣ Depends on the venue. A smaller or more DIY space, I feel more 
flexibility in what to wear. Bigger venues = business casual. 

‣ I like to cheekily say dress like your meeting a significant other's 
parents for the first time. 

‣ It needs to: 
a) look nice enough to show you give a shit  
b) not distracting (logos/text, obscuring face/eyes)  
c) comfortable to play in 
d) generally at the same level of dress as the rest of the team 

‣ Comfort. As a woman, I leave no space for the audience to objec-
tify. 

‣ Something that suggests you put some level of effort into it with-
out trying too hard. 

‣ No boob or crack plz! 

‣ Clean clothes are always a good start! 

‣ An outfit that balances neutrality and style, an outfit that doesn't 
distract but still leaves room for individuality, self-expression, 
and comfort. 

Do you ever wear certain clothing even 
though you know it may be impractical or dif-
ficult to wear while performing? If yes, why? 

‣ Some shows/venues require dress code. I felt it was expected of 
me to be in a skirt/dress for Second City conservatory shows. 
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‣ Vanity, for sure. There's probably some sort of internalized 
misogyny behind it- perhaps something like "Well, at least I'll be 
valued by my appearance if not by my talent." However, some-
times I think it comes from trying to trick myself into a better 
mood. There are times where I'm not really in the mood to do a 
show and wearing something that is impractical but that I like 
and feel good in can make me feel more show-ready. 

‣ Sometimes I just wanna look cute and fun, and we're doing this 
for free so why not have that. 

‣ I spent too many years doing Business Attire Improv (TM) in 
heels and I just find them to be uncomfortable. I also like feeling 
like I can do or be anything or anyone, and a flat shoe lets me do 
that. 

‣ I will wear heels for sketch shows because I think it looks more 
professional, but they are trickier to perform in. 

In your opinion, is there anything that should 
never be worn by an improviser while on-
stage? 

‣ Flip flops! 

‣ Nothing should be considered off limits. 

‣ Anything that would inhibit movement or that looks like pajamas 
to a paying audience. 

‣ I'm pretty anti-hat in improv since it can limit visibility of the ac-
tor's face. 
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‣ Cargo shorts have no place in anyone's closet, never mind on a 
stage. 

‣ I guess there are things that are more practical, easier, more com-
fortable for the audience to see or the performers to wear. But I 
think attire rules can be icky. 

Do you have body hair that you like to show 
off? 

‣ I have chest hair. I might occasionally undo the top button on a 
shirt, not necessarily to show it off, but to just seem a little more 
casual/fun. 

‣ Mmm...I mean I don't usually shave my pits or legs,  but it's not 
something I need to brandish as some sort of performative femi-
nist signalling. 

What did improv teachers teach you about 
dressing for improv shows? 

‣ I've been told that as a woman, the audience should be focused 
on my improv, not my body, so I shouldn't show too much leg or 
cleavage.  

‣ Dress with respect for the audience. 

‣ "Your clothing should not be funnier than you are." 

‣ Most of the rules were about women's hair, cleavage, and legs. 

‣ To not wear things that would call attention to myself or put too 
much "personality" on stage - no hats. Nothing too sexy. Typical 
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patriarchal BS. You have no idea how much I used to agonize 
over this shit. 

‣ That everyone should wear pants. 

‣ In the 90s, my Harold team coach made sure we never wore 
jeans. I wore colored denim on occasion. 

‣ They emphasized minimizing distractions (logos, hats, jewelry) 
and maximizing movement. 

How do you conform to or rebel against the 
dress expectations at the theater where you 
most frequently perform? 

‣ I’m a cis white man, so I think most of the expectations were de-
veloped with my convenience and comfort in mind. 

‣ I made a basic rule for myself. Like a bar/floor that I don’t go un-
der. I can over dress but never go below the bar. Regardless of 
where I play. 

‣ If I am getting paid, I will be much happier to comply with a 
dress code. If I'm not getting paid, I will make sure what I'm 
wearing is presentable, but I am much, much, MUCH more likely 
to stray from a stricter dress code. Because...Pay Me. 

‣ I don’t. I’m boring and basic as fuck. I dress like a dad. 

‣ I always did my own thing within certain boundaries. I wouldn't 
let them tame my hair or my titties, tho! 
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‣ I let myself wear what I want, which most often does not involve 
breaking any rules. I did wear sweatpants once because I felt 
beautiful in my outfit and the sweatpants were part of it. 

‣ I want to respect whatever theater I'm performing at by looking 
like a professional (Professional in the sense that I'm represent-
ing a theater I'm proud of.) 

‣ At Second City my nose-piercing makes me feel like I'm rebelling 
a bit even though it feels like every other person in the communi-
ty has their nose pierced. Also even though I pin my hair back, I 
still feel like it is still pretty unkempt for their standards. At iO 
and CiC I don't really feel as if I have anything to rebel against? I 
feel like my style naturally jives with it. 

‣ At the Annoyance I will literally wear whatever I want and treat 
my shows there as a time to try out fun outfits. At iO, I tone it 
down slightly meaning less ripped jeans and graphic tees, and at 
Second City, much more professional looking. 

‣ I suppose I conform - although I prefer solid colors to plaid. 
There's just so much fucking plaid. 

‣ I also found on my Harold team that there wasn't a uniform aes-
thetic for the group, or at least at each show some people would 
get really dolled up while others would look excessively casual 
and that disconnect annoys me and I think it can be distracting. 
On my team at CiC, I think everyone tries to look nice and put to-
gether and I like to engage with that. 

‣ I'm not afraid to perform in a t-shirt or shorts. 
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How do you think the audience sees you 
when they see you onstage? 

‣ I hope they see the character I am more than me. 

‣ Tomboy-ish and casual. 

‣ Generic white dude. 

‣ Like some rebellious, middle aged, liberal arts professor. 

‣ I think they see a nice looking person that is surprisingly very 
funny. 

‣ I don’t think I stand out too much, but I think as a femme pre-
senting person there is a bit of “prove it” attitude. Like I have to 
prove that I deserve to be there. 

‣ That I act masculine. Which is why I try to wear bold lipstick to 
offset my persona. 

‣ Sexy kewtie pie weirdo. < - my dream. but who knows. 

‣ As a huge dude. 

‣ I think I probably come across as approachable, friendly, femi-
nine, and relaxed. I likely fit their stereotype of "somewhat 
quirky, brunette comedy girl." 

‣ They probably think I'm a little "wacky." I imagine they cast me 
in their minds as the "wacky best friend" character. 

‣ I don’t think about what the audience thinks about me. 

‣ Unattractive but trying. 
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Does the audience's perception of you matter 
to you? 

‣ Yes, I don't like it when I feel that my look is taking over my per-
formance, there are times when dressing effeminate makes other 
performers "pigeon hole" my "type" of character, thus effecting 
my perception to an audience. I like being neutral to the audi-
ence, respectful looking and neutral. I like to own my own look. 

‣ Of course. 

‣ Absolutely not. 

‣ Yes, only because it helps me to play to/against that type. 

‣ Only in the sense that I care about the audience's perception or 
reactions, and I want them to feel at ease, and that their money 
was spent on something resembling a professional theatrical per-
formance. 

‣ Yes. I have subversive politics and am closer to bi than straight. 
But I'd rather be a trojan horse for my ideas than a literal expres-
sion of identity when I'm performing improv. That would be dif-
ferent if I were doing stand up or reading my work, playing mu-
sic. 

‣ Only insofar as they're the audience so THEY matter. 

Do you dress to match that perception of you, 
or to counter that perception? 

‣ The audience's perception of me personally makes absolutely no 
difference to me because me personally and what I give on stage 
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are two very different things. What I want the audience to "get" 
about me is that I'm very fucking good at improv, and it truly 
does not make a difference what I wear or do not wear on stage. 
What I -Do- onstage is the only thing that matters. So, the per-
ception of the audience based on what I'm wearing is not a thing I 
ever think about, nor is it something that I care to address. 

‣ I don't know! In general, in my life, I think I try to look put to-
gether or dress with a particular style because I don't love my 
physical appearance, or at least don't think that other people/our 
culture is predisposed to love how I look. So I try to temper that 
by dressing in a certain way that makes the rest of me digestible 
and understandable. 

‣ Neither. I dress according to other concerns and interests, and 
the way I dress produces that perception. I don't consciously at-
tempt to conform with or rebel against how I will be perceived. 

What are some things you admire about how 
other people dress in improv shows? 

‣ I always admire a performer who has committed to a look that 
they enjoy and reflects their personality, even if it isn't personally 
appealing to me. When performers dress sharply I always assume 
they care about the show and as an audience member I feel com-
forted by that. 

‣ I think I like when people dress to show care for a show but have 
a little bit of forward-thinking fashion mixed in. It's a tricky bal-
ance, because if you go too hard in dressing individualistically 
you risk standing out and in some ways affecting the group mind/
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cohesion. But if you can show you know how to dress I think it 
can draw an audience in. 

‣ I like people who dress neutral. 

‣ When people do wild, bold things, it's exciting. 

‣ I like when you can tell someone feels good about what they're 
wearing. 

‣ I do like a coordinated team look. 

‣ When people don't all look the same. 

‣ I came up outside of Chicago where there wasn't really any focus 
on what you wore to perform a regular improv show. I think it's 
nice-ish that people feel the need to be "more dressed up than the 
audience up here", but I also know for a fact that dressing up for 
a show does not matter. Does. Not. Matter. 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HOUSEPROV INTERVIEWS 
THE CROWD 

DREW FLIPPIN 
The first Houseprov was in May 2016 in what was then my backyard in Logan Square. I 
wanted to see what happened if you made a show outside of the normal improv theater 
scene, and all the pressures and barriers that can come with it. I had just completed 5B’s at 
iO and my and all of my friends’ new indie teams wanted somewhere (anywhere!) to play. 
One of those teams had been a “Co-op team” – this term I had been hearing more and more 
back then. 
Seven months earlier, in October 2015, three friends were opening the doors of The Crowd 
Theater. They started the Co-op there, which placed performers who signed up on random-
ly-assigned teams, and soon it was blowing up. 
I decided to see for myself what it was all about and signed up for season 3 of the Co-op 
that summer of 2016. On opening night, I got mixed up on the running order, so I showed 
up to The Crowd for the first time halfway through my team’s set. At the door, they told me 
just to enter through the green room onto a stage of total strangers. I walked into a funeral 
scene. I knew this was my kind of place. 
Now, two years later, we’re both still at it. The Crowd has carved out its place in the Chica-
go improv scene. Houseprov has had fourteen more shows in various living rooms and 
backyards since then, with new and unique lineups of hosts, improv and sketch performers, 
standup comedians, musicians, and visual artists each time. Houseprov even streams our 
shows on The Crowd’s Twitch.com channel now. 
Some of the Houseprov crew – me (DF), Kristen Hallen (KH), and Becky Trombley (BT) – 
sat down with the people behind The Crowd – Dillon Cassidy (DC), Blair Britt (BB), and 
Taylor Jones (TJ) – at their theater to talk about creating something outside of Chicago’s 
traditional improv theater scene. 

On Our Improv Backgrounds 
Houseprov: 

Why did y’all get into improv? DF 

The Crowd: 
DC Because I need attention. 

That’s 50% for everybody. DF 
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BB I got to college and I auditioned for the improv group and most 
of the people who were auditioning had really no idea what 
improv was beyond seeing that group play before the audition. 
I remember being a little shit-head, like, “Oh, I already know 
how to improvise. I’ve been doing this for 2 years.” Then it’s 
funny, if you come from an improv background, moving to 
Chicago is like, “Oh hell yeah, I have so much college experi-
ence. All these people don’t have any fucking idea what’s going 
on.” And then you get out here and you meet 100 people exact-
ly like you. Everybody’s like, “I was, like, the best person on my 
college improv team,” and we’re like, “Yeah, we were all the 
best people on our college team!” 

It’s like an NFL team. DF 

BB But I think that at the same time, you just see such a diverse 
range of backgrounds—reasons why people are doing it, how 
they got into it in the first place—and it really is cool seeing 
people from all over the place. 

I know what it’s like to think of what improv is in Chicago, not 
as a performer. I was like, “This city has a pretty good reputa-

tion with comedy,” and kind of knowing that and then you take 
a class and you’re like, “Oh, there’s a lot going on.” DF 

DC It’s huge. 

I started in high school. My friend and I started a group be-
cause we were like, “We really love that ‘Whose Line’ show.” It 
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was basically every Tuesday after school we had Improv Club 
and it was really fun. And then at my theater in college, they 

had a group you could audition for and I did that. BT 

I’m from the suburbs, so I’ve been in the area for my entire life, 
but I moved to the city with my cousin. He had been here for a 

while, so I was just crashing in his extra room. He had done 
stuff at Second City, and he’d always done theater and comedy, 

and he was like “Just sign up for a class. Just do it; it’s gonna 
be fun. You’re gonna love it.” So it took me a few months to ac-
tually do it, and then it just kind of changed my world. I’ve met 

really great people. It’s just something I wanted to try and I 
liked a lot more than I thought I was going to. [It] kind of took 

me by surprise. KH 

On Starting Our Own Thing in Chicago 
DC I moved here with the intention of doing something kind of like 

this. So it was a matter of just planning and getting everything 
in motion. Because I helped run my thing in school, and I’m 
very bad at auditioning. In eight years, I’ve made one audition, 
so I just like [creating] my own space; it’s a lot easier that way. 
And I felt like there was a need for something. 

BB One thing that was kinda cool about coming from college im-
prov is that Dillon and I had a lot of experience in college doing 
the admin work required for the improv group. A lot of my job 
was scheduling trips, planning out budgets, stuff like that. And 
even when I moved out here, I helped run the Chicago Improv 
Tournament for awhile. When Dillon first asked me to do this, 
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I was like, “Why did he ask me?” And then I started thinking, “I 
do have a lot of experience organizing groups of people or just 
figuring out how to get things done.” 

I lived in a house in Logan Square, and it was, like, six of us liv-
ing there. We had a big living room and we would host [music] 

shows from time to time. I was going to [improv] classes and 
all my friends started starting indie teams, so the idea was in 

my head, “Oh, what if we just did a house show where we had 
improv instead of music.” Because it actually makes more 

sense – it’s easier to do an improv show in a living room than it 
is a music show. You just need… nothing. You just need the 

people. So it bounced around my head, and then we were all 
moving from the house. Our lease ended in May, this was 2016. 

And so it was a month out: “Shit, I better do it now, before I 
lose this house.” DF 

DC We were spinning our wheels and I walked around here, and 
there was a sign out front that said, “Call Tony,” and I called 
Tony and he said, “I’ll be right down.” He came out in a 
bathrobe and boxers and showed me the space and I was like, 
“I gotta call the boys.” 

TJ  Tony asked us when we were looking at the place, “So what do 
you guys wanna do in here?” And we were like, “We wanna 
start a theater.” He was like, “Theater, huh? Could be good. 
Could be very bad.” And then he was like, “Alright let’s do 
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this.” He really wanted [us] to just be paying him, no signa-
tures. 

BB He wanted a handshake. 

DC We were the ones who were like, “We want a paper.” 

BB He was like, “Yeah if you hand me a check, I’ll go and cash it 
right now.” It’s like, alright dude, pump the brakes… I remem-
ber telling him, “We are gonna be a comedy theater. We’re 
gonna do shows pretty late in here. There’s gonna be a lot of 
noise.” And he essentially told us he used to own a nightclub 
[and] used to have an apartment a similar distance from his 
current one to us… next to a nightclub. And he was like, “I can 
sleep through anything, don’t worry about it.” 

TJ  And we tested that, pushed it to the limits, and, goddamn! 

BB Goddamn if he’s never come in here and told us to be quiet. 

Really? DF 

DC Never. 

It was only ever gonna be the one-off. That was the intention. KH 

It was [mostly] our 5B class. BT 

But it worked and [my friend] Josh and I were both drunk [af-
terward], and he was like, “You should do this again. I can help 

you.” It [had gone] well but I was also exhausted. I had gotten 
in way over my head – I didn’t even think about who was 

gonna run lights and things like that. So I was like, “If we’re 
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gonna do it, we gotta get some people involved.” DF 

DC This whole room used to be white. We think before us this was 
an adult video store. Downstairs was for sure a video store, and 
we think upstairs was the adult portion. 

BB Then we built a stage. 

DC We had to rent a saw from Lowe’s, which, if you’ve ever rented 
a big saw, it’s a pain, especially when you’re having to transport 
it by Uber, because it’s a whole cart thing. 

BB There was sawdust everywhere. And we didn’t have anywhere 
to put it. There were just holes all over the floor, so we would 
just sweep sawdust into the floor because we had nowhere else 
to put it. 

TJ  There’s still plenty in those cracks. 

DC There’s a ton of sawdust in the building now. If we ever lift the 
stage up, I’m sure the there’s a ton of sawdust. 

BB I remember distinctly when we were three or four months in, 
we were completely packed to the gills on show submissions… 
We had no space for anything. I remember at one point, we 
made a rule where we don’t book more than two months in ad-
vance because there was just no way to keep up with everything 
without having that area to focus on. I remember for a while it 
felt like we had created this space that was finally open to peo-
ple and people could come and do stuff and [there were] al-
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most as many people on the waiting list as were in the Co-op. 
And then our show submissions were just completely full. I 
remember for a minute being like, “Oh, we’re doing what the 
community wants, but don’t actually have the volume to sup-
port all of these people who want to get involved.” … We had to 
figure out what to do when saying “no” to people, and I think 
something we’re always trying to be very conscious of [is] try-
ing to do that in a way that makes them feel like there’s still 
opportunity with you to do stuff – that it’s not a personal thing. 
We run a random number generator to do our Co-op lottery so 
hopefully you don’t feel like we’re personally deciding that you 
are not good enough for the Co-op. 

On Finding Our Place in the Scene 
BB [When going into bigger theaters] it’s a weird mix of “Who are 

all these people,” and “I know everybody in this entire room.” 
Overwhelming and then also alienating.The scene [is] getting 
bigger over time and theaters aren’t getting big enough. That’s 
why places [with] extra performance opportunities, like 
Houseprov and The Crowd Theater, open up. That’s where the 
pressure is leading. It’s very easy, in our experience, anyway. It 
seemed like there was always a high demand for space to per-
form anything. 

It’s been an exercise in restoring faith in humanity for me. 
Every time [I think], “There’s no way this is gonna come to-

gether. Who would agree to be a part of any of this in any 
way?” Somehow it always does, and every time I’m like, “It al-
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ways works out,” but I always doubt it. And then the more we 
did it the more we tried to create something that’s outside of 

the power structure or weird politics or dynamics. Everything’s 
totally free, and there’s no house teams or auditions or any-

thing. We all enjoy doing this and I just wanna create a space 
that people enjoy coming to. DF 

… And want to play in, and look forward to coming to. It’s usu-
ally a very warm audience. People are happy to be there. I 

think one of the turning points for me was when we looked out 
into the audience and I didn’t know most of the people that 

were there. KH 

I would invite [my friends] to shows [up north] when I first 
started doing shows and they were like, “I have to go where?” 
Especially [since] none of them are involved in the scene. So I 

was like, “What if I just did it in a house in Logan Square? 
Would you come then to a show?” And then they 

 did. People [felt] more comfortable. DF 

BB I think that’s something we’ve always marked our success by is 
how many people just come here who, it’s not like one of their 
friends is performing or anything like that. It’s truly random 
people showing up to watch comedy shows. 

TJ  I think creating a warm space elevates things. If you make it a 
fun time, if you make it a good energy, people are going to en-
joy performing and it makes it more fun to watch. If you create 
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a friendly vibe where its non-competitive and try to remove the 
power structure then it just works on stage. 

You feel very accessible, I think, to the community, which is so 
nice and not always what you find in theaters. KH 

DC That’s a big thing we discussed when we were getting this place 
going was not having any weird barriers. 

BB I think, honestly, a part of that is just being super mindful–all 
three of us do this whenever we are in the space: if we don’t 
recognize [someone], making a point to go up to them, intro-
ducing ourselves. Especially to people who look like they’re 
here for the first time because one of their friends told them 
this is a place to go and watch improv. It's very important to 
make those people feel comfortable. I think that’s where a lot 
of other theaters kinda mess up is that they are not being 
proactive about making people feel comfortable the second 
they get in the door.  

TJ  Most of our success has been built on having the luxury of 
looking back and looking at our own experiences and saying 
what we didn’t like and what we can try to make different. Not 
being afraid to make a bold choice and then be, like, “That 
didn’t work.” Honestly, I don’t think anything that we’ve tried, 
that was in the interest of doing the right thing, has failed spec-
tacularly. So it's always been, “Why don’t we just try it and see? 
We’re going to try this for three months and if it doesn’t work, 
then we’ll switch back.” I think there’s a lot of tradition in a lot 
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of the bigger theaters and, I think that tradition gets in the way 
of doing the right thing. 

Yeah, doing it because “that’s the way it's always been done.” KH 

But [the Crowd] seem[s] to be free of that. DF 

BB But it's crazy because I think there are a lot of hallmarks or 
trappings of improv theaters and it's hard to figure out whether 
those traditions are helpful and good to go on with, or if this is 
the thing that we are trying to test out and not use. I think 
about [that] a lot. We’ve learned a lot from other theaters, but I 
think one of the things that’s very nice is that we also can make 
mistakes and then turn around and not worry about it, because 
we don’t have twenty years of history [to uphold]. And we have 
that kind of faith with the community, too, where we can try 
something new and if it doesn’t work we have the trust that 
we’re going to do the right thing. 

Y’all have done a good job of choosing the things to keep and 
choosing the things that don’t need to be a part of it. I feel like 

we’re maybe trying to do a lot of the same things and are just 
doing it different ways. DF 

TJ  I think it's good to have both. There [are] things that we can’t 
do that you can. I think it's cool to have something mobile and 
then having a space, too. They can serve similar goals but in 
different ways.  

And there’s a need for both, I think. DF 
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BB Yeah, absolutely. I think it's interesting to look where perfor-
mance opportunities pop up and it really is pretty easy to see if 
it's something the community needs. Because if they do need it, 
people go to it and it is a fun time. And if not, then that’s how 
you can tell people aren’t really looking for this type of perfor-
mance opportunity.  

I think of [Houseprov] as a shell of a thing. We’ll give you a 
space (a stage) and then do whatever you want in that envi-
ronment. Another part of the journey that’s been really en- 

couraging [is] just people being so willing to do what they do. DF 

It’s a lot to open your home to sometimes 90 people to come in 
and use your one bathroom. It’s kind of insane to us. But it’s 

always gone really well. KH 

What would you guys say is the biggest strength of the Chicago 
comedy scene? KH 

TJ  I feel like it’s the focus on the actual craft. It’s not super dis-
tracted by success. It’s bad that there isn’t that much of a 
community, professionally, here, but I do think that most peo-
ple that aren’t in it for the improv end up moving. So it keeps 
[the scene] a little bit more focused. 

BB The younger community is entering the era of this weird come-
dy hierarchy with a very level head and trying to tear down any 
of the things that make people feel marginalized or infringed 
upon. The scene is so big and there [are] so many ways to go 
about doing comedy in Chicago that there really is a spot for 
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everybody to feel a distinct community within a larger com-
munity. The fact that we get people to show up to [Town Hall 
meetings] – it’s crazy to me, because it really does mean that 
you value the community enough that you’re willing to make 
time out of your schedule to go. Most people’s relationships to 
improv theaters is: you go there when you have a show and 
otherwise you’re not gonna be there. 

DC Yeah, we want people to feel ownership of this place. 

Yeah, for sure. Investment and ownership. DF 

TJ  People come and help clean and do maintenance stuff. 

What other theater would have that? DF 

BB At one point we got so many requests [to volunteer] it was 
starting to slow us down, because we were spending too much 
time trying to figure out what to do with all these people. 

[With] Houseprov, we tried to create that ownership just by 
getting out of the way as much as possible. It’s having no trap-

pings or any associations with anything, being a totally blank 
slate, and then: “Do with it what you will.” DF 

TJ  I think letting people breathe and do their own thing brings out 
the best and lets all the differences in people shine through. 
Because if you start to put this structure on, it starts to just get 
homogenous. 
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I see stuff here [at the Crowd] that you don’t see anywhere else. 
People feel freedom in the space. If you perform at other the-

aters you feel like, “I should be doing this kind of show, this 
kind of scene.” DF 

Surprises 
TJ  I think the thing that surprised me the most was somebody do-

ing their first improv show here. That was pretty wild. 

BB Our original focus in opening this space wasn’t necessarily to 
get entry-level improvisers who are very new and looking for 
new opportunities. That was obviously part of what we wanted 
to create–we wanted to serve that group of people. But when 
we first set out it was like, “Let’s just make a cool improv the-
ater and not worry too much about gearing it more toward 
younger generations.” But pretty quickly it was, “Oh, that is 
100% exactly where we’re at.” We get so many people here who 
do their first show in Chicago in our space and, you know, six 
months later they’re taking iO classes or going around to other 
theaters. 

BB I guess one thing that surprised me was how often I’ve cried 
reading emails from people to the Crowd. I didn’t see that com-
ing. 

TJ  That was a pretty big trip. 

Our Advice 
BB I guess my advice would be: find your thing. Find the thing that 

you wanna do and really do enjoy doing and have the skills to 
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pull off successfully. And then find a community that wants to 
be a part of that. 

TJ  For me, I think it was being part of the thing. Being in the 
scene and active and growing in it gave me a lot of perspective 
about what I wanted out of us building the space. I thought it 
would be a lot harder to get people in the space. I think that’s 
attributed to the fact that the people on the board were active 
members of the community and were amongst the people that 
wanted to be the performers. 

BB Grabbing a group of people to help you run it that have very 
different perspectives and experience with stuff. It’s very help-
ful to have people who can kind of think in a bunch of different 
directions. 

DC Yeah, definitely. Blair and I are opposites on a lot of this stuff. 

BB Yeah. 
TJ  Yeah. 

DC But I think it ends up with us having the best possible end 
product if we find a middle ground... that’s usually where Tay-
lor is. 

TJ Except, I don’t think it would work without the different ways 
that we think. Dillon being the dreamer and then Blair and I 
bringing a little more, “Where’s the realistic...?” 

Sounds like a conversation that’s happened many times. DF 

BB Oh, absolutely. 
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Yeah, the “just do it” thing… Houseprov for me is strangely 
very personal. I thought “I wanna do a thing and I’m terrified 

to do it.” [You’re] invested in the idea of putting a thing out 
there and seeing what happens. DF 

TJ  I think putting yourself out there and saying, “I’m gonna create 
a thing,” is very much like saying, “Here’s me and this is what I 
think is good.” Even like starting any random business, it’s a 
reflection of self-esteem. How to respect myself enough to put 
this thing out there. Risk of failure–“If you never do it, you can 
never fail.”–it’s a pervasive mindset. 

BB I remember I didn’t tell most of my friends too much about The 
Crowd until we had it. I remember when we signed the lease it 
was like, “Oh, this is real and this is actually going to happen.” 
I remember telling people after, “Oh yeah, I’m working on 
starting my own theater.” I think it just sounded so crazy. I re-
member telling people and they were all like, “What the fuck 
are you talking about?” 

DC My big thing is always, “Just do it.” Take the leap, do the thing. 
It’s gonna be shitty. It’s gonna be bad the first time, especially 
if it’s your first time doing anything. But just be ready for that. 
Own it, eat it, fall, fail, and then try again. 

BB I think part of it is also taking your time, [making] sure you can 
do something. Obviously, I think there’s something in jumping 
into it, but also, I think a lot of time limits, you’ll realize, are 
self-imposed. 
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[There’s the] dynamic you just mentioned. DF 

TJ  So many people have helped us. I think saying that we make 
theater, it’s not necessarily true. People enjoy helping other 
people, it feels good. Getting over that idea that you have to do 
everything yourself is a huge obstacle. You forget how much 
knowledge exists in the people that you know. We have been 
built on the shoulders of a ton of people [with] different per-
spectives. 

DC It’s “crowd-sourced.” 

TJ  Boo-ya! End of the interview! 

We did it. KH 

DC Black-out. 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AN INCOMPLETE 
HISTORY OF HOLY 
FUCK COMEDY HOUR 

STEVE NELSON 
Preface 
In the summer of 2012, after a couple years of struggle with alco-
hol and false starts at sobriety, I got into rehab. For various rea-
sons, both explainable and inexplicable, it finally clicked, and 
with a lot of people’s help, I was on the path to recovery. 

One of the first things they tell you when you get sober is that 
you’re going to have a lot of time to fill. Another thing they warn 
you about is revisiting places and old habits that may be volatile 
or triggering. So as a newly sober person living in Uptown, I had 
some problems to solve, and a big one was what I was going to do 
on the weekend. As it happened, my best bud, Andrew Tisher, 
who was very kind throughout my addiction and after, was doing 
this midnight show at The Annoyance every Friday called Holy 
Fuck. 

At the time, The Annoyance was still at its Broadway location, up 
the street from where I lived. Fresh out of rehab, my Friday 
schedule became a movie and then heading up to see Tisher and 
this show, which was (and still is) free. I was comfortable at The 
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Annoyance; I had a friend and a number of acquaintances I knew 
would be there. I could socialize a bit, see a show, and then head 
home having felt like I’d done something with my evening. 

At first, I found the show mostly frustrating. It almost always 
started late and ended after 2am. Many of the scenes were so 
elongated that the ideas were beaten to the point of disinterest. 
There was, at times, an air of condescension about it. The content 
seemed deliberately base, stupid, and/or incoherent to the point 
that it was almost a reprimand to the audience for attending. 
There was a gruff, punk quality to the show. It had a repulsive, ir-
reverent type of magnetism, because amidst all the confusion and 
pantomimed dog fucking, asshole smoothies, and cum pizza, 
there would be the occasional moment of real shocking glory. 

A couple weeks in, after I started going regularly, I saw a bit by 
Conner O’Malley, the creator and first host, that really opened up 
the show, and more broadly comedy, for me. My recollection of it 
isn’t totally clear--forgive me, as it was 5+ years ago--but it was a 
solo scene with Conner at a desk essentially narrating his search 
of YouPorn. He came across an advertisement for Fuckbook and 
was taken in by the promise of real world hookups. He firmly be-
lieved it was genuine. What was so compelling about it was Con-
ner’s deep and unshakable commitment to the character. The ut-
ter sincerity and heartbreakingly pathetic nature of this character 
so honestly and wholly taken in by this so clearly false and trans-
parent ad on this porn site was so funny, but also so bizarrely 
dignified it totally bowled me over. He elevated this seemingly 
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sophomoric premise to the heights of universal compelling com-
monality, not through the words or situation but through unwa-
vering, seismic emotional integrity. In that moment, I realized 
the potential for the show, that yes, it was more often than not 
very funny, that it was a good showcase for comedians to write 
and workshop, but more importantly that it could (despite or 
maybe because of the silly costumes and frequently obscene con-
tent) pointedly and directly get at things grotesquely, beautifully, 
and absurdly human. 

I have been going to the show regularly ever since and it remains 
my favorite show in Chicago. 

Author’s Note: 
Any chronological errors are mine. For the sake of clarity and an attempt 
at something resembling history, I’ve drawn these generational distinctions 
(part time, part style), which, in reality, happened much more gradually 
and organically. One cast bleeding into and influencing the next. At the end 
of this, there is a comprehensive list of past and present cast members. My 
apologies for those talented individuals not directly referred to— the opin-
ions within are mine, the scenes I relate subject to my mercurial and flawed 
memory. 
Part of the show’s formula features a spot or two for guests each week. As 
over the years there have been numerous guests, I have not attempted to 
feature this aspect of the show. 

1st Generation 2011-2012 
The Holy Fuck Comedy Hour was started by Conner O’Malley at 
The Annoyance Theatre in 2011 to foster, cultivate, and promote 
solo sketch. Part reimagining and part homage to Grabass, a pre-
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vious show that showcased wild, gross, off-the-wall solo sketch. 
Conner’s intention was: 

• to create a show that would help Chicago improv comedians create 
material for writing packets and industry showcases. 

• to provide a show that would force the cast to generate and test mate-
rial on a weekly basis. 

• to use premises and pitches to put up pieces in front of an audience 
and have the performers use their improv skills to flesh out character.  

• to create a show to feature deliberately over-the-top, moronic, ab-
horrent characters. 

• to have a free show at The Annoyance that highlighted the voice of 
the theater. 

• to have the cast evolve over time and eventually become self-perpet-
uating.  

He was (and continues to be) successful on all counts. 

The first cast was populated by Chicago veterans like Emily & 
Brian Wilson, Seth Dodson, Andrew Peyton, Barry Hite along 
with Conner himself and co-host Kellen Alexander, among oth-
ers. The first iteration experienced quick cast turnover (many al-
most immediately hired by Second City) and formatting changes 
(i.e., limited run to an open run) coming relatively quickly in its 
first year. The first cast, unquestionably talented, struggled with 
busy schedules and the late timeslot and seemed to not necessari-
ly find fusion. I only saw the show in its initial stage two or three 
times, and although the material was good and the cast very tal-
ented, it felt more like a conventional industry showcase with the 
seeds of the bizarre, experimental content which would become 
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what the show is known for. The show, in its first iteration, didn’t 
necessarily have the time or momentum to form an identity. 

2nd Generation 2012-2014 
Perhaps realizing that more seasoned performers didn’t have the 
time or endurance for the show, the original cast was gradually 
replaced by younger, hungrier, more vicious performers until the 
cast was almost entirely made up of a particular up-and-coming 
generation with a relatively united vision. In the aftermath of this 
almost complete cast turnover was when Holy Fuck was really 
born in all its bloody, mangled opulence. Individual voices began 
to distinguish themselves- Gary Richardson, John Reynolds, An-
drew Tisher, Steph Cook, and Jo Scott, to name a few, all molded 
and honed their comedic perspectives. Idiosyncrasies began to 
emerge- Gary ending his scenes with, “Wow, fantastic!” Conner 
ending his with, “I wish I was dead.” Hans Holson continually 
and almost compulsively did bits heavily reliant on audience par-
ticipation. The most common idiosyncrasy, though, becoming a 
simple point toward the light booth with an accompanying, 
“Lights!” The content was typified by its raunchiness, its aggres-
sion, and its fearlessness. The original solo-sketch-only model 
began to be diluted with more scenes and group bits as the cast 
became inspired by, and to write for, one another. 

The audience at this time was small and the show periodically 
cancelled due to lack of attendance. With little traction and low 
stakes, the cast was given the opportunity to delve deep into 
whatever facet of fringe comedy they were particularly called to, 
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and to explore ideas and premises as stupid, offensive, and/or 
gross as they could imagine. Over time, this honed each cast 
member’s perspective and brought forth their voice. What 
emerged were various singular perspectives. Other performers 
began to guest and become full-fledged cast members- Brian 
McGovern, Devin Bockrath, Joey Dundale, Drennen Quinn, An-
nie Donley, Matt Barats, and Carmen Christopher, among others. 

This iteration is when I started watching the show regularly and 
there were some bits and some performers who, at first, rubbed 
me the wrong way. Part of the reason for this was that there was 
certainly a streak of anti-comedy running through the cast at this 
point, a very deliberate and palpable intention of stupidity. And 
this could sometimes translate as contempt. I remember sitting 
through a painful 10+ minute bit with Brian McGovern ordering 
a pizza and giving directions to his home. The hook of which was 
that all the street names, which he just kept repeating over and 
over again, were obscene: Buttfuck Boulevard, Assface Street, 
Creampie Court. I hated it. It made me uncomfortable and kind 
of feel like I was going crazy; perhaps that was the intention. Over 
time, though, my taste broadened, the cast sharpened, and the 
show became consistently more entertaining with those periodic 
moments of true genius. Deep dives into inane absurdity would 
tap into some magnificent, hilarious, crescendos of emotion. Sex-
ual perversion, meta material, and frustrated impotent rage were 
common themes. 

!85



During this time, the show also evolved. Originally, members 
were given 5 minutes, which they could split up into two or more 
bits. There has almost never been a Holy Fuck bit under 5 min-
utes and so it would, in essence, double the run time of the show. 
This option was eliminated, and the one cast member/one bit 
format, which has endured to the present, was put into practice. 

The show was finding and honing its identity. The sparse audi-
ence started to grow through word-of-mouth. The insanity on 
display was singular in the city at the time and there were a hand-
ful of folks, like myself, that became regulars. As the show was 
gaining momentum, Conner moved to New York in the Fall of 
2012 and passed hosting and producing duties to Jo Scott. There 
was obvious regret about his moving, but out of the shadow of the 
indomitable Conner O’Malley, there was more room to carve out 
unique identities, and the cast, already evolving, flourished. The 
Young Troll Prince of Chicago comedy had set up his litter for 
success. His comedic influence can still be seen in the city today. 

There was some trepidation, at least on my part, to see what Jo 
would do with the show. How would she fill the shoes of the 
hometown comedy garbageman? The answer was with frenzy and 
authority. One of the most striking and memorable moments of 
live theater in my life was watching Jo, very pregnant with her 
twins, open the show with a protracted dance that had the same 
mad fervor as Rosie Perez’s famous sequence in Do The Right 
Thing. It was shocking, the energy and courage on display; it in-
spired. 
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Over the next year, under Jo’s dutiful and organized manage-
ment, the show became sharper, more streamlined, and the audi-
ence grew. Jo was more militant about the show’s run time, 
which significantly increased its enjoyment as an audience mem-
ber. The cast, having done the show for some time, were more 
comfortable and fluid with their own comedic ability, and the 
show they had helped create and hone had a clearer format and a 
clearer style, which was in turn easier to creatively exploit. 

As time has passed, my recollection of specific bits has faded, but 
the cast was fond of recurring characters and honing particular 
bits over time. Matt’s inside-baseball Bit Bug and Tisher’s Mon-
santo bit I remember seeing in various iterations. Joey had an in-
credible piece I can only vaguely recollect where he was a pastor 
of some kind going through the audience and inciting rapturous 
testimonies. Devin, a supremely captivating performer, had an 
almost primal and colossal comedic energy that would dominate 
the stage and most any scene she was in. 

What was most compelling and most common through all the 
cast was their tenacious confidence and manic fury with a ten-
dency towards the surreal and ironic, which seemed like a re-
sponse to the continued extolling of “grounded scene work” in the 
community at the time. There was a sense of danger and volatility 
about the show that made each week a distinct and not-to-be-
missed event. Because even when it failed, when the bits didn’t 
necessarily work, there was a sense of utter uniqueness and im-
mediacy. 
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Broadway to Belmont 
Summer of 2013, The Annoyance closed their Broadway location 
in preparation for their move to a bigger, newer space. The show 
went on a temporary hiatus and lost another member; Gary 
moved in December of that year. The moving bug had struck, and 
when the new location opened on Belmont in April of 2014, Tish-
er left the day after the first Holy Fuck show at the new location. 

Prior to the trickling departures, the cast took full advantage of 
the gorgeous new theater, re-establishing and building their al-
ready faithful audience and delivering consistently hilarious, 
high- impact shows. The first months in the new space was a 
pseudo-swan song for the cast and they delivered in spades, ce-
menting the reputation, consistency, and off-beat, inane, shock-
ing, and sporadically brilliant brand of the show. 

McGovern, who I initially didn’t care for, became one of my fa-
vorite people to watch. He’d have such a single-minded magnetic 
commitment about his characters, who tended to be flustered, 
righteous, and incorrect in equal measure. I particularly remem-
ber a scene he did with Devin, his frequent scene partner, that 
was this maniacal self-help style businessman who was disgust-
ingly selling an incoherent product while simultaneously going 
insane. 

Annie, who is to this day one of the most incredible performers I 
have ever seen in the flesh, was outstanding on a weekly basis. 
She is brave and utterly captivating in a way few performers can 
ever achieve. She could pivot effortlessly from heartfelt and sin-
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cere to malicious and deranged. Some work was done in those 
last months that went beyond the obscene content to tap into 
some ethereal ecstatic joy. Out of all the numerous and talented 
cast members I’ve seen over the years, Annie has stood out. In-
spiring in her fearlessness, impressive in her charisma, and fasci-
nating in her imagination. 

Chicago to New York 
After Gary and Tisher left, the floodgates seemed to open, and in 
the Fall of 2014, a large exodus of Chicago comedians to New 
York and LA began. John, Devin, Annie, Joey, Anthony, Matt and 
Carmen moved to New York. McGovern and Lee moved to LA. 
With all the Chicago transplants in New York, The Annoyance in 
New York, which previously only operated a training center there, 
opened a theater. Holy Fuck was the theater’s flagship show, free 
on Thursday nights with hosting duties taken up by Tisher, and 
was reviewed positively by the New York Times. The show ran 
with full-to-capacity crowds until the theater’s closure in early 
2017. 

3rd Generation 2014-2016 
The mass departures posed the first creative and operational 
threat to Holy Fuck. The cast needed a massive influx of bodies 
and talent in order to sustain itself. Sarah Ashley, Nick Mestad, 
Meaghan Strickland, Tim Lamphier, Scott Nelson, Thomas Kelly, 
Jeff Murdoch, Danny Catlow, Nate Varrone, and Max Lipchitz 
were added (a little later, Morgan Lord and Mike Brunlieb, as 
well), and they ushered in a new era of the show. These new cast 
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members were approximately all of the same comedic generation, 
but had a mostly different (and varied) comedic sensibility than 
the previous cast. 

As the old guard moved on the new cast found its footing. The 
tone of the show gradually began to change. It was still irreverent, 
still occasionally obscene to the point of consternation and/or 
nausea, but what started to emerge was a more experimental 
cast, a more avant-garde and emotional sensibility. The cast be-
gan to incorporate stand up and the occasional video/audio sec-
tions utilized with more complexity. Some bits were more artistic 
than comedic, more attempts to connect than entertain. There 
were more pieces that featured dance, movement, personal sto-
ries, emotional relationships, high conceit adventures. Bits predi-
cated on going into the audience and screaming at them began to 
decline (although not disappear) and the cast, because of their 
more sensitive and alternative nature, wasn’t as adept at handling 
the occasional disruptive drunk.  

Where the 2nd generation was defined largely by their high 
wattage personalities, aggression, and no- fucks attitude, the 3rd 
generation was defined by its playfulness and absurdity. The au-
dacity of the cast was still there, but it translated from a fearless 
brashness into the ideas and concepts of the scenes themselves. 

An overt confidence, even swagger, was replaced with a biting 
pathos. Scenes about uncontrollable and bizarre masturbation 
were replaced with scenes about deliciously corrupt, even psy-
chotic, family units. Long, lude arguments about sandwich meats 

!90



were replaced with thoughtful personal explorations. Lengthy ab-
surd diatribes about pizza were replaced with lengthy absurd dia-
tribes sending up modern youth culture. Irony, at least partially, 
gave way to a warped sincerity. 

The cast gelled and remained the same for almost a solid two 
years with nearly the full roster showing up every week. The cast 
also gravitated more to scenework, cast bits, with significantly 
less solo material. And because the show was established, be-
cause the audience reached a level of consistency, and because 
much of the cast already knew their comedic stylings, those mo-
ments of transcendence increased. The cast was able, with at least 
one sketch a week, to get at something truly special. The beauty 
of the show, even in its failure, is that it is experimental, that the 
material is untested and original. The result is unknown but the 
effort, the attempt is clear. And the defeats were often just as ad-
mirable as the successes because there was a palpable sense of 
growth, of effort, of progress. 

Some familiar set-ups emerged- familial discord, talk shows, 
game shows, restaurants, retail, dance clubs, support groups- all 
used as a canvas to investigate strange characters and situations. 
But along with the more conventional settings and set-ups, there 
would always be more outlandish premises. 

There was a period for a couple months where Tim would give 
himself a particular character or theme for each month. One 
month he created a sketch each week that would somehow re-
solve with the famous Cool Hand Luke line, “Sometimes nothing 
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can be a real cool hand.” Danny, in the tradition of Gary and 
Conner before him, ended his sketches with what became a kind 
of pseudo-catch phrase, “Well, that’s Chicago for ya!” 

Scott, an inherently watchable, surprisingly emotional, and stun-
ningly chameleonic performer, cultivated a style of unusual in-
version of straight theater. With scenes with perverse, decrepit, 
sometimes sincere twists on the classic works of writers like 
David Mamet, Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, and pieces like 
Our Town and Casey at the Bat. A sending-up and a wry celebra-
tion of mainstream stage productions. Meaghan was the first cast 
member to really do stand up in the show and relied on it initial-
ly. Over time, she became an off-beat stand out with odd charac-
ters that relied on repetition and an unshakeable confidence in 
things that were blatantly incorrect. She did a supremely memo-
rable scene where this Type-A character was organizing a friend’s 
birthday party and she berated the other partygoers (the audi-
ence) about not taking it seriously and not hiding. Doing scenes 
predicating on the audience as de facto scene partners or partici-
pants, similar to previous member Hans, was something she did 
frequently. 

Thomas was the first member to really delve into the avant-
garde. He did a bit where he came out in his underwear and said, 
“This is my body” and discussed his comforts and discomforts 
with it with the audience. Another notable piece was when he 
simply read the children’s book Goodnight Moon. Nick, of a more 
writerly bent, would consistently deliver fully formed dimension-

!92



al characters and premises. He played a hyper, upbeat high 
school physics teacher, the hook of which was just sheer wonder 
and enjoyment of the discipline. Another notable character was 
an over-serious and committed doll house architect. 

As far as force and stage presence, Nate always commanded the 
stage. With a style more reminiscent of the 2nd Generation as far 
as power and aggression, he was the most proficient with shut-
ting down hecklers and winning over unruly crowds. Over time, 
he began to script almost all of his bits, usually in the lens of a 
talk show, YouTube personality, or some other simple set up 
which would allow him to deliver a clear, biting character and 
make as many jokes as possible. He would continually send up 
internet and youth culture; plugged in to whatever song, phrase, 
or TV show was popular he would skewer it. He developed an un-
avoidable magnetism and was always an audience favorite. 

Danny and Max , frequent collaborators, would periodically do 
characters where the name was the bit. Max played Dan Fuck of 
Fuck Moving Company. Danny played Doug Gym where all the 
gym equipment was friends name Doug. They, along with Nate, 
were the two most clearly straddling the two generations in terms 
of style. Along with the scenes more overtly silly, like the ones 
mentioned, their scenes were more diverse in terms of concept 
over time. Danny would frequently utilize lighting and pseudo-
serious voice over to play on the presentational or melodramatic. 
Max delved further into characters like the guy who took out In-
finite Jest in order to delve deeper on a first date. 
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Jo also came into her own during this period. An indelible per-
former with astounding range, she is one of those great facilita-
tors. She can make floundering scenes work. She is tenaciously 
game; her presence is able to elevate whatever she’s in. She 
makes sometimes small, sometimes large choices that clarify 
scenes that are muddled and reveal what the scene or character is 
about. She also has a clear and enduring joy that is contagious. 
When she is on stage or in the show, you feel comfortable and in-
cluded. Whether she is playing a naïve teen, a psychopathic 
masseuse, or a mom attempting to convince herself her son isn’t 
a serial killer, she delivers. 

The show has the sense that anything is possible, that nothing is 
out of bounds, and that there is no area or discipline that one of 
the cast wouldn’t, at some point or another, attempt or approxi-
mate. That, on any given Friday at midnight, you could see any-
thing. Above all, there is a palpable sense of rich and fertile cre-
ativity. Talented minds running fast and hot spitting out ideas 
that they quickly and inexpertly translate to the stage. This cast 
also more strictly adhered to the “new every week idea” and I’ve 
seen no bits whole cloth repeated, although there have been a few 
callbacks to scenes and characters. As a result of this, scenes were 
more prone to reference, comment on, and incorporate ongoing 
pop culture. A memorable scene of the time was a pregnant Jo 
giving birth as her husband Tim insisted on watching the Game 
of Thrones finale and all the hospital staff gathering around to 
watch as she loudly and roughly gave birth. 
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In the Fall of 2016, Meaghan and Tim headed to New York and 
the attendance of the bad boys of Sand (Brunlieb, Thomas, Scott) 
began to fade significantly due to various conflicts. This signaled 
another change. 

4th Generation 2016-Present 
During this time, Jack Bensinger, Eric Rahill, and Bill Stern 
joined the cast and later in 2017, after Jeff Murdoch and Nate 
Varrone were promoted at Second City, Jordan Lee Cohen, Sarah 
Sherman, Jenelle Cheyne, and Robel Arega joined. This shift was 
not as definitive, as the cast maintains a number of long-standing 
members and draws from a deeper bench; this results in a more 
eclectic lineup week-to-week. The comedic mindset is relatively 
consistent with the application diverging significantly; by this I 
mean this current and evolving cast of Holy Fuck is doing more 
disparate kinds of scenes. There is even more use of music and 
video, more stand up, less group scenes and more solo sketch, 
and more bizarre performance-art-esque pieces. The range, not 
necessarily of the cast (they have always, throughout, had incred-
ible range), but of what a “sketch” is, especially within Holy Fuck, 
has expanded. 

Along with the scenes revolving around harassing waitstaff and 
adults playing teens-talking-big-game- about-losing-their-vir-
ginity-but-never-following-through, there’s been more material 
that could be viewed as political, more connection to the zeitgeist 
and the cultural moment. Not in the sometimes fun but mostly 
flat and simple SNL-type way, but in a more raw, less measured, 
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and more intimate way. Bits that turn into a kind of celebratory 
opposition to the current political acidity or a kind of commisera-
tion that creates a fellowship, however briefly, within the theater. 

The number of solo scenes increased, the pendulum swinging 
back with an average more align with the 2nd Generation, a re-
sult, I believe, of taste and time constraint, along with having a 
larger and more varied cast. More presentational or direct ad-
dress scenes became prevalent: self-help speakers, school as-
semblies, faux talent shows. The content remained perverse, but 
in a less base, more cerebral way. There hasn’t been a pan-
tomimed sex act in quite a while; however the reference to or 
threat of gun violence, in school or otherwise, has increased. 

Bill fit effortlessly into the cast. A confident, disciplined per-
former, he consistently delivers engaging characters (frequently 
with surprisingly well-done accents), periodically writes songs, 
and is one of those versatile Holy Fuck members that can do any-
thing. Bill, along with Nick, did one of my favorite sketches of re-
cent years, Human White Noise Machine, which simply featured 
Nick verbalizing various whooshes and clicks as Bill attempted to 
sleep. Jack brings a streak of meta-absurdity and anti-comedy to 
the cast, periodically breaking the fourth wall and giving his 
characters elaborately constructed, almost abstract, costumes, 
frequently taping props to his face and body. 

Jenelle has a wide range of characters, as well as a sensitive, emo-
tional comedic style punctuated by astounding physical ability 
and timing. One of the best sketches I have ever seen was during 
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this period- idea by and narrated by Danny but acted out by 
Jenelle, which was called Automated Dining Experience, set in a 
disturbing more “convenient” future where the restaurant was 
fully robotized. Eric, a frequent guest previously perhaps influ-
enced by Nate, has been on a streak of well written, funny, but 
also wry and poignant solo pieces featuring pathetic yet deter-
mined (mostly middle-aged) frustrated man-children. 

Morgan provides an interesting and different artistic style, with 
eccentric characters and scenes that had an unquestionable, if 
sometimes distorted, morality and empathy. A memorable Mor-
gan scene was the women of the cast pantomiming walking home 
alone at night with Morgan narrating, heighted for humor but 
addressing a common and often ignored reality. Sarah Sherman 
brings a maniacal, periodically incoherent vulgarity, reminiscent 
of the 2nd Generation but wrapped in this seemingly positive and 
playful package with pieces that could be described more accu-
rately as performance art rather than sketch. 

Jordan, a comedic dynamo, has a fearlessness energy and edge I 
haven’t seen since Annie Donley. She is utterly courageous with 
her body and material. She is a stunning performer on a trajecto-
ry to really soar. Robel is another great addition; he has a wry 
charm with a sneaking, simmering bite. Recently, on the night 
news broke of DJ Avicii’s death, he did a very simple piece featur-
ing one of his songs where he danced and sang and got the audi-
ence to sing along. It started off as kind of a tongue-and-cheek 
reference and snowballed, transcending the initial ironic postur-
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ing into this very real, wonderful mournful celebration, not of 
Avicii but of mortality itself, the piece forcing us all to acknowl-
edge, however briefly, that great leveler death. And it wasn’t sad: 
it was rapturous, all of us clapping and singing together, connect-
ed. 

Another batch of folks are most likely set to move over the next 
year. I’m sad to see talented performers and friends leave, but ex-
cited for the continued evolution of my favorite show, The Holy 
Fuck Comedy Hour. 

Afterward 
Almost six years sober, my life looks a lot different now. I’m more 
assured, more comfortable in my own skin, kinder (at least I’d 
like to think so). My life is relatively full with varied interests I 
can engage in without fear or risk, and I don’t need a schedule as 
structured as I use to. I’m more free. I love Holy Fuck not only for 
all the creative and dynamic reasons outlined above, but also be-
cause it provided me a safe place to go when I was still licking the 
wounds of my addiction. If I needed company, it was there. If I 
needed to disappear, I was ignored. If I needed to laugh, I always 
did. The inspiration on the stage and the sometimes implicit, 
sometimes explicit acceptance and friendship of the cast helped 
build me up during a period where I had to redetermine my iden-
tity. There came a time I didn’t need to go to the show, but I kept 
going because not only did I appreciate the artistry on display,  I 
also found community. I realize that that was due to a very par-
ticular confluence of events, but I think it speaks to the unique 
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nature of the show, the experimental fertile creative mindset 
spilling out from the stage. Sometimes comedy is more than just 
comedy. Sometimes it’s a second chance. 

I’ve attempted to convey how truly wonderful, inspiring, and 
unique this show is and I hope I’ve succeeded. It’s part sketch, 
part improv, part variety and at the same time none of those 
things. A celebration of expression and individuality. A sanctuary 
for risk and imagination where some of the best performers in 
Chicago come together to put out some of the most innovative 
compelling work produced in the city. It’s a place, on any given 
Friday, you could see anything. If you haven’t seen it I suggest 
you do, if you have I suggest you see it again. After all, it’s free. 

A Note On Costumes 
A feature of the show I haven’t discussed is its use of wigs and 
costumes. Ostensibly one of its deliberately dumb or ludicrous el-
ements, the wigs and costumes has come to have a more talis-
manic quality. Freeing the performers from judgement or self-
consciousness to be able to soar to greater cathartic heights. They 
function to disarm the audience, to convey an immediate playful-
ness, and serve the performers like Greek masks or Kabuki face 
paint to isolate and separate the self so the character is more fully 
embodied, fully explored. At first, perhaps intentionally, they 
were silly but over time have changed to one of the show’s calling 
cards and major differentiating aspects. They are certainly goofy 
but at the same time provide a path to thematic transcendence. 
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A Note On The Audience 
Because it is a late night free show the audience for the show has 
always been odd and shifting. At first there wasn’t much of one, 
then it became one of the shows to see within the Chicago come-
dy community, most recently it has become the bastion for hip-
ster college students. But throughout, drunkenness or confusion 
has semi-frequently met incredible scenes with mild to no reac-
tion. Some of the best comedic work I have ever seen has been 
done for a group of ten drunk dudes on a business trip who had 
no idea what they were actually watching. Point being the re-
sponse to particular shows or scenes aren’t necessarily propor-
tional to their quality or inventiveness. I’ve talked to cast mem-
bers after various shows who read the audience’s non-reaction 
and thought the show didn’t go well when in reality the content 
was titanic. I think this element of the show, this never-sure-
how-it’s-received aspect, only serves to fuel the cast to delve 
deeper into their imagination and ingenuity. 

Cast List 
1st Generation: 

Kellen Alexander, Amanda Blake Davis, Chelsea Devantez, Seth 
Dodson, Barry Hite, Hans Holsen, Conner O’Malley, Timmy 
Mayse, George McAuliffe, Tim Paul, Andrew Peyton, Adam Ru-
bin, Rebecca Sohn, Brian Wilson, Emily Wilson, Chris Witaske 

2nd Generation: 
Emily Anderson, Lee Barats, Matt Barats, Devin Bockrath, Car-
men Christopher, Steph Cook, Annie Donley, Joey Dundale, 
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Brain McGovern, Claire Mulaney, Anthony Oberbeck, Drennen 
Quinn, John Reynolds, Gary Richardson, Jo Scott, Andrew Tisher 

3rd Generation: 
Sarah Ashley, Michael Brunlieb, Danny Catlow, Thomas Kelly, 
Tim Lamphier, Max Lipchitz, Morgan Lord, Phil Meister, Nick 
Mestad, Jeff Murdoch, Scott Nelson, Wes Perry, Meaghan Strick-
land, Nate Varrone 

4th Generation: 
Robel Arega, Jack Bensinger, Jenelle Cheyne, Jordan Lee Cohen, 
Eric Rahill, Sarah Sherman, Bill Stern
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