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Stand-Up: Be Counted 
NBC’s competition series Last Comic Standing returns May 22 after 
four years away. Stand-up has long been a part of variety shows and 
late-night talkers, and TV history has seen its share of series devoted 
to performers with hand-held microphones, hoping to make ‘em laugh.
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NBC announced last Novem-

ber that it would revive Last Comic 
Standing, which last aired in 2010. 
The new series is produced 
by WANDA SYKES
and PAGE HURWITZ 
and is the first series to fall 
under Sykes’ overall deal 
with Universal Television. 

Appearing in March 
at NBCUniversal’s 
summer press day in 
Pasadena, Calif., new host 
J.B. SMOOVE said that 
Last Comic Standing’s viewers 
will watch the show “to also get 
an inside view of what really goes 
down.” He added, “You’re going 
to learn a lot more about what 

goes into being a stand-up comedian—preparation, the energy level, the 
performance, all these different rules.”

 The second season of Last Comic in 2004 featured an onscreen 
argument between its then-producers and judges, after judges DREW 
CAREY and BRETT BUTLER realized that their votes were not 
the metric by which the early field was being narrowed, as they 
had been led to believe. Butler later wrote on her website that 

she and Carey “were both surprised and disappointed at 
the results” and “had nothing to do with them.” New 

producer Hurwitz assured reporters in March there would be no 
such shenanigans in the upcoming season. “The judges exclu-
sively are making the decisions about who is moving forward 
in the competition,” Hurwitz said. “It is 100% in their hands.”

 Digital platforms now compete directly with television for 
comedy fan eyeballs. YouTube provides reach for up-and-

comers, while established comics including AZIZ ANSARI, 
MARIA BAMFORD and LOUIS C.K. sell full-length 
comedy specials directly to audiences via the Web.

 In April, Comedy Central gave a series 
order to This Is Not Happening, hosted and ex-
ecutive produced by ARI SHAFFIR. This is 
the first show to migrate from digital studio and 
over-the-top network CC:Studios to the lin-
ear network. The series features comics includ-
ing KURT BRAUNOHLER, 
NATASHA LEGGERO 
and KUMAIL NANJIANI 
telling long-form true stories 
on stage at Cheetahs, 
one of Los Angeles’ finest 
strip clubs—which sounds 
like the start of a memo-
rable joke.

  HBO’s On Location 
premiered in 1975 with a 
stand-up performance by 
ROBERT KLEIN. The 
series provided comics a 
then-rare opportunity to 
work blue on television, but 
with limited reach and no frills. 
In The Essential HBO Reader, 
Bambi Haggins and Amanda D. Lotz 
described On Location as “visually more akin to 
a concert bootleg than a concert film.”

   A&E’s An Evening at the Improv 
was one of the longest running of the classic 
brick-wall comedy showcases. Its first episode in 
1981 featured HOWIE MANDEL. Along the 
way to its final episode in 1996, the show gave 
stage time to virtually every major stand-up 
comic of the 1980s and ‘90s (and plenty of minor 
ones), with guest hosts ranging from LYNN REDGRAVE to ED MCMAHON
to GARY COLEMAN.

  After premiering Bill Cosby: Himself and Eddie Murphy: 
Delirious in 1983, HBO became a go-to destination for top 
comics looking to showcase their full sets on platforms other than 
the traditional comedy album. The pay cabler also became known 
for a number of series and specials showcasing up-and-comers, 
including Annual Young Comedians, Women of the Night and 
Russell Simmons’ Def Comedy Jam. Graduates of the show-
cases often went on to have their own half-hour mini-specials on 
series such as One Night Stand and HBO Comedy Half-Hour.

But Saundors Friedman’s ex-husband, BUDD 
FRIEDMAN, who owned the Improv in Los Angeles 
and emceed the A&E series, told the Times that TV 
drew more customers to his club’s live shows.

   Comedy Central emerged in the ‘90s as a 
competitor platform to HBO for stand-up. Showcase series Premium Blend 
ran from 1997-2005. Several comics featured on the show—including 
MITCH HEDBERG, TIG NOTARO and DANIEL TOSH—
went on to have their own half-hour Comedy Central specials.

   NBC premiered Last Comic Standing in 2003. The series 
was an American Idol-style competition, with judges traveling the 
country and screening contestants via open auditions, then drawing 
the best into an elimination contest dependent on audience voting. 
Comedian DAT PHAN won the first season.
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HBO became a major player in stand-up comedy on TV with two specials that aired in 1983—Bill Cosby Himself (top)and Eddie Murphy: Delirious.

Louis C.K.

	  “You can stay home and 
see all the bad comedy you 
want. They demystified it.  
They made it common.” 

— Silver Saundors Friedman, owner of the 
original Improv in New York, told The New York 

Times about television comedy shows.

Klein

The Improv comedy club on Melrose Avenue in Los Angeles was the original site for the 
A&E stand-up series An Evening at the Improv, which premiered in 1981 and ran until 1996.
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J.B. Smoove, host of 
Last Comic Standing

Hedberg

Kurt Braunohler (above) and 
host Ari Shaffir (left) are 
among the stand-up artists 
who will be featured on 
Comedy Central’s upcoming 
This Is Not Happening.

Butler
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