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TŚĞ OƌŝŐŝŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚SƚĂŶĚ-UƉ CŽŵĞĚǇ͛ 
 

As I have noted in both editions of my book Getting the Joke: The Inner Workings of Stand-

Up Comedy͕ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ-ƵƉ ĐŽŵĞĚǇ͛ (ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ƚĞƌŵƐ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ-

ƵƉ ĐŽŵŝĐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ-ƵƉ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ͛Ϳ ĂƌĞ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ ŽďƐĐƵƌĞ͘ TŚĞ Oxford English Dictionary is 

Ɛƚŝůů ĐŝƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĞĂƌůŝĞƐƚ ƵƐĂŐĞ ŽĨ ͚stand-up comic (also comedianͿ͛ from an article published in 

The Listener on 11 August 1966. I first became aware of the comparative lateness of the 

ƚĞƌŵ ŝŶ ϮϬϬϬ͕ ǁŚĞŶ I ƌĞĂĚ JŽŚŶ LŝŵŽŶ͛Ɛ ďŽŽŬ Stand-Up Comedy in Theory, or, Abjection in 

America͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ͕ ͚TŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ƐƚĂŶĚ-up comedy before 1966, but that is when the term 

ĐĂŵĞ ŝŶƚŽ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ͕͛ Őŝving the OED as one of the sources for this (2000: 7).  

 

Instantly, the claim range false. If 11 August 1966 really was the first use, that would put it 

eight days after the death of Lenny Bruce, meaning that this icon of stand-up comedy would 

never have used the term himself. I quickly discovered an earlier use in WĞďƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ TŚŝƌĚ NĞǁ 
International Dictionary͕ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ŝŶ ϭϵϲϭ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŐŝǀĞƐ Ă ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂĚũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ-

ƵƉ͛ ĂƐ͗ ͚΀P΁ĞƌĨŽƌŵĞĚ ŝŶ Žƌ ƌĞƋƵŝƌŝŶŐ Ă ƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ĞƌĞĐƚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ фstand-up lunch> <stand-up 

bar> <stand-up comedy act> <stand-up ďŽǆŝŶŐ ƐƚĂŶĐĞх͛͘ Since then, I have started to look 

for earlier uses, and I am clearly not the only one doing so. The OED has published draft 

ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ͚“ƚĂŶĚ-up͛ ;ĂƐ Ă ƐƚĂŶĚĂůŽŶĞ ƚĞƌŵ ƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͚“ƚĂŶĚ-up ĐŽŵĞĚǇ ĂƐ Ă ŐĞŶƌĞ͛ or 

͚Ă ƉŝĞĐĞ ŽĨ ƐƚĂŶĚ-ƵƉ ĐŽŵĞĚǇ͛Ϳ͕ ͚A ƐƚĂŶĚ-ƵƉ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚stand-up comedy n.͕͛ ŐŝǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ 
earliest usages as 1956, 1958, and 1952 respectively.  

 

Recently, I have been scouring the Entertainment Industry Magazine Archive and have 

managed to find some earlier usages. The earliest term seems to be stand-up comic ʹ in a 

ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ Ă ƐŚŽǁ Ăƚ “ůĂƉƐǇ MĂǆŝĞ͛s in Los Angeles, dating ĨƌŽŵ Ϯϯ JƵŶĞ ϭϵϰϴ͗ ͚WŚĞŶ ŶŽƚ Ăƚ 
his trade of stand-ƵƉ ĐŽŵŝĐ͕ ΀LŽƵ΁ HŽůƚǌ ŝƐ ƌŝŶŐŵĂƐƚĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨůŽŽƌ ƐŚŽǁ͛͘ ;Variety 1948) 

Stand-up comedian is slightly younger, not occurring ƵŶƚŝů ϭϮ AƉƌŝů ϭϵϱϬ͗ ͚MĂůĞ ƚĂůĞŶƚ ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ 
the Columbia buildup include Steve Allen, a so-ĐĂůůĞĚ ͞ƐƚĂŶĚƵƉ͟ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ǁŚŽ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ 
ŐƌŽŽŵĞĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ďŝŐ ƚŝŵĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ PĂĐŝĨŝĐ CŽĂƐƚ NĞƚǁŽƌŬ͛ ;Variety 1950).  

 

The fact that this article contracts stand-ƵƉ ƚŽ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚƵƉ͛ ;ũƵƐƚ ĂƐ ŝƚ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚƐ ďƵŝůĚ ƵƉ ƚŽ 
͚ďƵŝůĚƵƉ͛Ϳ ƚŚƌŽǁƐ ƵƉ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ ǀĂƌŝĂŶƚ ĨŽƌŵƐ͘ WĞ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ŚĂǀĞ stand-up comic, comedian 

and comedy to consider, but variant spellings throw further confusion into the mix. Thus we 

might encounter stand-up, standup or stand up, and any of these might or might not be 

encased in double inverted commas. In fact, the use of inverted commas in the quote above 

ŵŝŐŚƚ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͞ƐƚĂŶĚƵƉ͟ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ǁĂƐ Đomparatively new and novel, 

particular given that ŝƚ ŝƐ ƉƌĞĐĞĚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚƐ ͚ƐŽ-ĐĂůůĞĚ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚĞĚ ƚĞƌŵ 
buildup did not seem to require them.  

 

The earliest non-contracted version of stand up comedian to be found in the Entertainment 

IndustƌǇ MĂŐĂǌŝŶĞ AƌĐŚŝǀĞ ŝƐ ĨƌŽŵ ϭϬ JĂŶƵĂƌǇ ϭϵϱϭ͕ ĂŶĚ ĂŐĂŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚĞƐ ƚŽ “ƚĞǀĞ AůůĞŶ͗ ͚OŶĞ 
ĐŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ǁŝƐŚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶ͕ ƚŚĞ ͞TĂůĞŶƚ “ĐŽƵƚ͟ ĨŽƌŵĂƚ ŽĨ ďƌŝŶŐŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŵŝ-
pro performers could have been tossed out of the window to permit Allen greater latitude 



ĂƐ Ă ͞ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ͟ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ŽǁŶ ƌŝŐŚƚ͛͘ ;Variety 1951) The hyphenated version does not 

ĂƉƉĞĂƌ ƵŶƚŝů ϭϵϱϰ͗ ͚CŽŵŝĐ DĂǀĞ BĂƌƌǇ͛Ɛ ƌĞƚƵƌŶ ĂĨƚĞƌ ĞŝŐŚƚ ŵŽŶƚŚƐ ŝƐ ĚŝƐƚŝŶŐƵŝƐŚĞĚ ďǇ ŚŝƐ 
ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŶĞǁ ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů͕ ŶŽƚĂďůǇ Ă ƌŽƵƚŝŶĞ ƚŝƚůĞĚ ͞AŵĂǌŝŶŐ AŵĞƌŝĐĂ͟ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂŶĚ-up 

ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ĐůĞǀĞƌůǇ ƚƌĞĂƚƐ ƉůĞďĞŝĂŶ ƚŽƉŝĐƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞĨƌĞƐŚŝŶŐ ŚƵŵŽƌ͛͘ ;Variety 1954) 

 

As for stand-up comedy, I have not managed to better the earliest usage given in the draft 

additions to the OED, which quote an article from the Cedar Rapids Tribune dating from 27 

MĂƌĐŚ ϭϵϱϮ͗ ͚FƌĂŶŬ FŽŶƚĂŝŶĞ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ƐŝŐŶĞĚ ĨŽƌ Ă ŶĞǁ ƐƚĂŶĚƵƉ ĐŽŵĞĚǇ ƐĞƌŝĞƐ͛͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ I 
ŚĂǀĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ĂŶ ĞĂƌůǇ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŚǇƉŚĞŶĂƚĞĚ ĨŽƌŵ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ MĂǇ͗ ͚΀BŽď΁ 
HŽƉĞ͛Ɛ ŝŶŝƚŝĂů ƐƚĂŶĚ-up comedy session was one of ŚŝƐ ďĞƐƚ ƚŚŝƐ ǇĞĂƌ͛͘ ;Variety 1953) 

 

What does become clear is that the term stand-up being used to define a style of comic 

performance seems to be of American origin. After its first occurrence in 1948, it was 

common in the American trade press throughout the 1950s. By contrast, it did not appear in 

the British trade press until the following decade. Before this point, what we would call 

stand-up comedians were known as front cloth comics, referring to the staging in variety 

theatres, in which performers like Max Miller would do their turns in front of the stage cloth 

hung closest to the front of the stage (Double 2012: 14, 24) 

 

In the UK trade press, stand-up comedian appears first, in an article in The Stage dating from 

ϭϲ MĂƌĐŚ ϭϵϲϭ͗ ͚MŝĐŚĂĞů ‘ŽǆǇ͕ ŝŶ Ă ƐŽůŽ ƐƉŽƚ͕ ƉƌŽǀĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ƋƵŝĐŬĨŝƌĞ ƐƚĂŶĚ-up comedian 

with a banjo solo, and was an excellent compère in the give-away audience participation 

ƐƉŽƚ͛͘  Stand-up comic followed three years later in 1964, in a review which perceptively 

ŶŽƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ͚A ƐůŽǁ ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ŝƐ ĂůǁĂǇƐ Ă ďƵƌĚĞŶ ƚŽ Ă ƐƚĂŶĚ-ƵƉ ĐŽŵŝĐ͛ ;The Stage 1964). 

Stand-up comedy does not occur until 1967 ʹ 15 years after the term cropped up in the 

Cedar Rapids Tribune ʹ in a review of a Tommy Cooper TV shoǁ͗ ͚Iƚ ǁĂƐ ĂŶ ƵŶƵƐƵĂů ŵŝǆƚƵƌĞ 
of sketches, stand-up ĐŽŵĞĚǇ ĂŶĚ ĂŶ ĂŵƉůĞ ĚŽƐĞ ŽĨ ŵĂŐŝĐ͛ ;The Stage 1967). In each case, 

the contracted form standup comes later in the UK, whether applied to comic, comedian or 

comedy. 

 

In both America and Britain, stand-up seems to appear in the trade press before being used 

in more general newspapers, perhaps suggesting that it originated as a jargon term within 

the entertainment industry and subsequently spread to more everyday parlance. A single 

issue of the New York Times gives us early occurrences of ͚stand-up comedy͛ (1954a) and 

͚stand-up comic͛ (1954b). Less than a year later, the Chicago Daily Tribune uses the term 

͚͞ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ͟ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ͛ ;ϭϵϱϱͿ͘ MĞĂŶǁŚŝůĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK͕ The Guardian was early to use the 

ƚĞƌŵƐ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ-up comeĚǇ͛ ;ϭϵϲϳͿ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ-ƵƉ ĐŽŵŝĐ͛ ;ϭϵϲϰͿ͕ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ ďĞŝŶŐ ƵƐĞĚ ŝŶ ĂŶ 
article about the humour of John F Kennedy, describing it ĂƐ ͚Ăƚ ƚŝŵĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǇĂƌŶ-telling 

tradition of Lincoln, and at times in the modern tradition of the stand-ƵƉ ĐŽŵŝĐ͛͘ If referring 

to stand-ƵƉ ĂƐ ͚ŵŽĚĞƌŶ͛ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌŵ ǁĂƐ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ Ă ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ŝŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ͕ The Times͛ 
ĞĂƌůǇ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ͛ ;ϭϵϲϯͿ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ͕ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐ PĂƚ HĞŶƌǇ ĂƐ ͚Ă 
relaxed, rather old-ĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĞĚ ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ĨƌŽŵ AŵĞƌŝĐĂ͛͘  
 



Tantalisingly, I have managed to find a usage of the term stand up in relation to comic 

performance that is significantly earlier than any other, on either side of the Atlantic. A 

review of a concert at the Horse Shoe Hotel, published by The Stage as early as April 1911, 

ƌĂǀĞƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƚĂůĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ MŝƐƐ NĞůůŝĞ PĞƌƌŝĞƌ͗ ͚NŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ĚŝĚ ƐŚĞ ƌĞŶĚĞƌ ͞ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ͟ ĐŽŵŝĐ 
ditties in a chic and charming manner, but she also proved herself to be a capable pianist 

ǁŚŝůƐƚ ƐŝŶŐŝŶŐ ƐĞǀĞƌĂů ƐŽŶŐƐ ƚŽ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ ĂĐĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŵĞŶƚ͛͘  
 

Clearly, Perrier was performing comic song rather than the comic speech that we associate 

with stand-up comedy, but ŝƚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŶŽƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŽĚĂǇ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶƐ ĞǀŽůǀĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ 
comic singers of music hall and vaudeville (Double 2014: 23-48). It may be that the term 

͚ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ͛ ŝƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƵƐĞĚ ŚĞƌĞ ŵĞƌĞůǇ ƚŽ ĚŝƐƚŝŶŐƵŝƐŚ ƐŽŶŐƐ ƐƵŶŐ ƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ƵƉ͕ ĂƐ ŽƉƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŽ 
those sung seated at the piano, but the inverted commas perhaps hint that the term stand 

up was being used more widely to denote a different way of performing songs ʹ just as the 

ƐĂŵĞ ƐƚǇůĞ ŽĨ ƉƵŶĐƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ǁĂƐ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ǁĞůĐŽŵĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ŶĞǁ ƚĞƌŵ ͞ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ͟ 
ĐŽŵĞĚŝĂŶ ŝŶ AŵĞƌŝĐĂ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĞĂƌůǇ ϭϵϱϬƐ͘ IĨ ƐŽ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚͞ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ͟ ĐŽŵŝĐ ĚŝƚƚŝĞƐ͛ ŽĨ ĞĂƌůǇ 
Twentieth Century Britain might just be the ancestors of the routines performed by ͚ƐƚĂŶĚ-

ƵƉ ĐŽŵŝĐ͛ LŽƵ HŽůƚǌ Ăƚ “ůĂƉƐǇ MĂǆŝĞ͛Ɛ in 1948, thus give us the earliest origin of the term. 

 

You may consider this short article a challenge. I will be delighted if others manage to find 

earlier usages. 
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