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TｴW Oヴｷｪｷﾐ ﾗa デｴW デWヴﾏ けSデ;ﾐS-Uヮ CﾗﾏWS┞げ 
 

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

Up Comedyが デｴW ﾗヴｷｪｷﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW デWヴﾏ けゲデ;ﾐS-┌ヮ IﾗﾏWS┞げ (;ゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ;ゲ デｴW ヴWﾉ;デWS デWヴﾏゲ けゲデ;ﾐS-

┌ヮ IﾗﾏｷIげ ;ﾐS けゲデ;ﾐS-┌ヮ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐげぶ ;ヴW ゲﾗﾏW┘ｴ;デ ﾗHゲI┌ヴWく TｴW Oxford English Dictionary is 

ゲデｷﾉﾉ Iｷデｷﾐｪ デｴW W;ヴﾉｷWゲデ ┌ゲ;ｪW ﾗa けstand-up comic (also comedianぶげ from an article published in 

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

デWヴﾏ ｷﾐ ヲヰヰヰが ┘ｴWﾐ I ヴW;S Jﾗｴﾐ Lｷﾏﾗﾐげゲ Hﾗﾗﾆ Stand-Up Comedy in Theory, or, Abjection in 

Americaが ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲデ;デWゲが けTｴWヴW ┘;ゲ ゲデ;ﾐS-up comedy before 1966, but that is when the term 

I;ﾏW ｷﾐデﾗ W┝ｷゲデWﾐIWげが ｪｷving 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 WWHゲデWヴげゲ TｴｷヴS NW┘ 
International Dictionaryが ヮ┌HﾉｷゲｴWS ｷﾐ ヱΓヶヱが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｪｷ┗Wゲ ; SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ;SﾃWIデｷ┗W けゲデ;ﾐS-

┌ヮげ ;ゲぎ けぷPへWヴaﾗヴﾏWS ｷﾐ ﾗヴ ヴWケ┌ｷヴｷﾐｪ ; ゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ WヴWIデ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ аstand-up lunch> <stand-up 

bar> <stand-up comedy act> <stand-up Hﾗ┝ｷﾐｪ ゲデ;ﾐIWбげく 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 

;SSｷデｷﾗﾐゲ aﾗヴ け“デ;ﾐS-upげ ふ;ゲ ; ゲデ;ﾐS;ﾉﾗﾐW デWヴﾏ ヴWaWヴヴｷﾐｪ デﾗ け“デ;ﾐS-up IﾗﾏWS┞ ;ゲ ; ｪWﾐヴWげ or 

け; ヮｷWIW ﾗa ゲデ;ﾐS-┌ヮ IﾗﾏWS┞げぶが けA ゲデ;ﾐS-┌ヮ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐげ ;ﾐS けstand-up comedy n.げが ｪｷ┗ｷﾐｪ デｴW 
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 に in a 

ヴW┗ｷW┘ ﾗa ; ゲｴﾗ┘ ;デ “ﾉ;ヮゲ┞ M;┝ｷWげs in Los Angeles, dating aヴﾗﾏ ヲン J┌ﾐW ヱΓヴΒぎ けWｴWﾐ ﾐﾗデ ;デ 
his trade of stand-┌ヮ IﾗﾏｷIが ぷLﾗ┌へ Hﾗﾉデ┣ ｷゲ ヴｷﾐｪﾏ;ゲデWヴ ﾗa デｴW aﾉﾗﾗヴ ゲｴﾗ┘くげ ふVariety 1948) 

Stand-up comedian is slightly younger, not occurring ┌ﾐデｷﾉ ヱヲ Aヮヴｷﾉ ヱΓヵヰぎ けM;ﾉW デ;ﾉWﾐデ ｪWデデｷﾐｪ 
the Columbia buildup include Steve Allen, a so-I;ﾉﾉWS さゲデ;ﾐS┌ヮざ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐ ┘ｴﾗ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ 
ｪヴﾗﾗﾏWS aﾗヴ デｴW Hｷｪ デｷﾏW ﾗﾐ デｴW P;IｷaｷI Cﾗ;ゲデ NWデ┘ﾗヴﾆげ ふVariety 1950).  

 

The fact that this article contracts stand-┌ヮ デﾗ けゲデ;ﾐS┌ヮげ ふﾃ┌ゲデ ;ゲ ｷデ Iﾗﾐデヴ;Iデゲ H┌ｷﾉS ┌ヮ デﾗ 
けH┌ｷﾉS┌ヮげぶ デｴヴﾗ┘ゲ ┌ヮ デｴW ｷゲゲ┌W ﾗa ┗;ヴｷ;ﾐデ aﾗヴﾏゲく WW ;ﾉヴW;S┞ ｴ;┗W 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 

ﾏｷｪｴデ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデ デｴ;デ デｴW デWヴﾏ さゲデ;ﾐS┌ヮざ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐ ┘;ゲ Iomparatively new and novel, 

particular given that ｷデ ｷゲ ヮヴWIWSWS H┞ デｴW ┘ﾗヴSゲ けゲﾗ-I;ﾉﾉWSげが ;ﾐS デｴ;デ デｴW Iﾗﾐデヴ;IデWS デWヴﾏ 
buildup did not seem to require them.  

 

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

Industヴ┞ M;ｪ;┣ｷﾐW AヴIｴｷ┗W ｷゲ aヴﾗﾏ ヱヰ J;ﾐ┌;ヴ┞ ヱΓヵヱが ;ﾐS ;ｪ;ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デWゲ デﾗ “デW┗W AﾉﾉWﾐぎ けOﾐW 
Iﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;┗W ┘ｷゲｴWS デｴ;デが aﾗヴ デｴW ﾗII;ゲｷﾗﾐが デｴW さT;ﾉWﾐデ “Iﾗ┌デざ aﾗヴﾏ;デ ﾗa Hヴｷﾐｪｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ デｴW ゲWﾏｷ-
pro performers could have been tossed out of the window to permit Allen greater latitude 



;ゲ ; さゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮざ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐ ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヴｷｪｴデくげ ふVariety 1951) The hyphenated version does not 

;ヮヮW;ヴ ┌ﾐデｷﾉ ヱΓヵヴぎ けCﾗﾏｷI D;┗W B;ヴヴ┞げゲ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐ ;aデWヴ Wｷｪｴデ ﾏﾗﾐデｴゲ ｷゲ Sｷゲデｷﾐｪ┌ｷゲｴWS H┞ ｴｷゲ 
;SSｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ﾐW┘ ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉが ﾐﾗデ;Hﾉ┞ ; ヴﾗ┌デｷﾐW デｷデﾉWS さAﾏ;┣ｷﾐｪ AﾏWヴｷI;ざ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW ゲデ;ﾐS-up 

IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐ IﾉW┗Wヴﾉ┞ デヴW;デゲ ヮﾉWHWｷ;ﾐ デﾗヮｷIゲ ┘ｷデｴ ヴWaヴWゲｴｷﾐｪ ｴ┌ﾏﾗヴくげ ふ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 

M;ヴIｴ ヱΓヵヲぎ けFヴ;ﾐﾆ Fﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐW ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ゲｷｪﾐWS aﾗヴ ; ﾐW┘ ゲデ;ﾐS┌ヮ IﾗﾏWS┞ ゲWヴｷWゲくげ Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが I 
ｴ;┗W ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWS デﾗ aｷﾐS ;ﾐ W;ヴﾉ┞ ┌ゲW ﾗa デｴW ｴ┞ヮｴWﾐ;デWS aﾗヴﾏ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ M;┞ぎ けぷBﾗHへ 
HﾗヮWげゲ ｷﾐｷデｷ;ﾉ ゲデ;ﾐS-up comedy session was one of ｴｷゲ HWゲデ デｴｷゲ ┞W;ヴくげ ふ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 

ヱヶ M;ヴIｴ ヱΓヶヱぎ けMｷIｴ;Wﾉ ‘ﾗ┝┞が ｷﾐ ; ゲﾗﾉﾗ ゲヮﾗデが ヮヴﾗ┗WS デﾗ HW ; ケ┌ｷIﾆaｷヴW ゲデ;ﾐS-up comedian 

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

ゲヮﾗデくげ  Stand-up comic followed three years later in 1964, in a review which perceptively 

ﾐﾗデWS デｴ;デが けA ゲﾉﾗ┘ ;┌SｷWﾐIW ｷゲ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ; H┌ヴSWﾐ デﾗ ; ゲデ;ﾐS-┌ヮ IﾗﾏｷIげ ふThe Stage 1964). 

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

Cedar Rapids Tribune に in a review of a Tommy Cooper TV sho┘ぎ けIデ ┘;ゲ ;ﾐ ┌ﾐ┌ゲ┌;ﾉ ﾏｷ┝デ┌ヴW 
of sketches, stand-up IﾗﾏWS┞ ;ﾐS ;ﾐ ;ﾏヮﾉW SﾗゲW ﾗa ﾏ;ｪｷIげ ふ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 けstand-up comedyげ (1954a) and 

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

けさゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮざ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐげ ふヱΓヵヵぶく MW;ﾐ┘ｴｷﾉW ｷﾐ デｴW UKが The Guardian was early to use the 

デWヴﾏゲ けゲデ;ﾐS-up comeS┞げ ふヱΓヶΑぶ ;ﾐS けゲデ;ﾐS-┌ヮ IﾗﾏｷIげ ふヱΓヶヴぶが デｴW ﾉ;デデWヴ HWｷﾐｪ ┌ゲWS ｷﾐ ;ﾐ 
article about the humour of John F Kennedy, describing it ;ゲ け;デ デｷﾏWゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ┞;ヴﾐ-telling 

tradition of Lincoln, and at times in the modern tradition of the stand-┌ヮ IﾗﾏｷIげく If referring 

to stand-┌ヮ ;ゲ けﾏﾗSWヴﾐげ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ デｴW aﾗヴﾏ ┘;ゲ ゲWWﾐ ;ゲ ; ヴWIWﾐデ ｷﾐ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐが The Timesげ 
W;ヴﾉ┞ ┌ゲW ﾗa けゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐげ ふヱΓヶンぶ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ ﾗデｴWヴ┘ｷゲWが SWゲIヴｷHｷﾐｪ P;デ HWﾐヴ┞ ;ゲ け; 
relaxed, rather old-a;ゲｴｷﾗﾐWS ゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐ aヴﾗﾏ AﾏWヴｷI;げく  
 



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, 

ヴ;┗Wゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW デ;ﾉWﾐデゲ ﾗa Mｷゲゲ NWﾉﾉｷW PWヴヴｷWヴぎ けNﾗデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ SｷS ゲｴW ヴWﾐSWヴ さゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮざ IﾗﾏｷI 
ditties in a chic and charming manner, but she also proved herself to be a capable pianist 

┘ｴｷﾉゲデ ゲｷﾐｪｷﾐｪ ゲW┗Wヴ;ﾉ ゲﾗﾐｪゲ デﾗ ｴWヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ;IIﾗﾏヮ;ﾐｷﾏWﾐデくげ  
 

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

with stand-up comedy, but ｷデ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HW ﾐﾗデWS デｴ;デ デﾗS;┞げゲ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐゲ W┗ﾗﾉ┗WS aヴﾗﾏ デｴW 
comic singers of music hall and vaudeville (Double 2014: 23-48). It may be that the term 

けゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮげ ｷゲ HWｷﾐｪ ┌ゲWS ｴWヴW ﾏWヴWﾉ┞ デﾗ Sｷゲデｷﾐｪ┌ｷゲｴ ゲﾗﾐｪゲ ゲ┌ﾐｪ ゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ┌ヮが ;ゲ ﾗヮヮﾗゲWS デﾗ 
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 に just as the 

ゲ;ﾏW ゲデ┞ﾉW ﾗa ヮ┌ﾐIデ┌;デｷﾗﾐ ┘;ゲ ┌ゲWS デﾗ ┘WﾉIﾗﾏW ｷﾐ デｴW Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;デｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ﾐW┘ デWヴﾏ さゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮざ 
IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐ ｷﾐ AﾏWヴｷI; ｷﾐ デｴW W;ヴﾉ┞ ヱΓヵヰゲく Ia ゲﾗが デｴW けさゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮざ IﾗﾏｷI SｷデデｷWゲげ ﾗa W;ヴﾉ┞ 
Twentieth Century Britain might just be the ancestors of the routines performed by けゲデ;ﾐS-

┌ヮ IﾗﾏｷIげ Lﾗ┌ Hﾗﾉデ┣ ;デ “ﾉ;ヮゲ┞ M;┝ｷWげゲ 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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Chicago Daily Tribune ふヱΓヵヵぶが けYﾗ┌ I;ﾐげデ H;ヴSﾉ┞ GWデ けEﾏ LｷﾆW Hｷﾏ Nﾗ MﾗヴWぁげが Γ J;ﾐ┌;ヴ┞ぎ Hヱヶく 
New York Times ふヱΓヵヴ;ぶが けNW┘ゲ ;ﾐS NﾗデWゲ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW TWﾉW┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ヴ;Sｷﾗ “デ┌Sｷﾗゲげが ヱΒ Aヮヴｷﾉぎ 
X9. 

New York Times ふヱΓヵヴHぶが けTVげゲ Nﾗく ヱ “WIﾗﾐS CﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐげが ヱΒ Aヮヴｷﾉぎ “MヱΓく 
The Guardian ふヱΓヶヴぶが けTｴW ﾗﾐIW ;ﾐS a┌デ┌ヴW PヴWゲｷSWﾐデげが ヲヵ Nﾗ┗WﾏHWヴぎ ヲヰく 
The Guardian ふヱΓヶΑぶが けBヴｷWaｷﾐｪぎ A ゲ;S ;ﾐS ﾉ;┌ｪｴｷﾐｪ ﾉｷaWげが ヱΓ M;ヴIｴぎ ヲンく 
The Stage ふヱΓヱヱぶが けCﾗﾐIWヴデ ;ﾐS EﾐデWヴデ;ｷﾐﾏWﾐデ NﾗデWゲげが ヶ Aヮヴｷﾉぎ ヱΑく 
The Stage ふヱΓヶヱぶが けH;SﾉWｷｪｴ Kｷﾐｪゲ┘;┞げが ヱヶ M;ヴIｴぎ ヵく 
The Stage ふヱΓヶヴぶが けBﾗﾉS ;ゲ Bヴ;ゲゲげが Γ Aヮヴｷﾉぎ ヱヲく 
The Stage ふヱΓヶΑぶが けE┝IWﾉﾉWﾐデ に the right mixture for Tﾗﾏﾏ┞げが ヵ J;ﾐ┌;ヴ┞ぎ ヲヰく 
The Times ふヱΓヶンぶが けLWゲゲﾗﾐゲ ｷﾐ “デ;ｪW E┝ヮWヴデｷゲWげが Γ Aヮヴｷﾉぎ ヱヵく 
Variety ふヱΓヴΒぶが けNｷｪｴデ Cﾉ┌H ‘W┗ｷW┘ゲげが ヲン J┌ﾐWぎ ン8. 



Variety ふヱΓヵヰぶが けCB“ Bﾗﾗゲデｷﾐｪ Iデゲ CﾗﾏWS┞ T;ﾉWﾐデ Wｷデｴ “┌ﾏﾏWヴ B┌ｷﾉS┌ヮ ﾗa LWゲゲWヴ N;ﾏWゲげが ヱヲ 
April: 27. 

Variety ふヱΓヵヱぶが けTヴW;デ Hｷﾏ ‘ｷｪｴデげが ヱヰ J;ﾐ┌;ヴ┞ぎ ヲΓく 
Variety ふヱΓヵンぶが けTWﾉW┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ Fﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘┌ヮ CﾗﾏﾏWﾐデげが ヲΑ M;┞ぎ ヲヶく 
Variety ふヱΓヵヴぶが けD;┗W B;ヴヴ┞げが 8 May: 11.  


