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Abstract: My paper argues that Stand-up Comedy can be seen as a form of Experimental
Theatre - and perhaps even the most popular form of experimental theatre. It is debatable
if it is what we call professional theatre (being generally written and performed also by
non-professionals), but it undoubtfully belongs to the category of Experiment, due to
multiple reasons, such as its minimalist means (one person, one microphone, one empty
space), its live, unpredictable presence and its capacity to shock and, perhaps most
importantly, the unpredictability of the audience responses. Stand-up Comedy CAN be
considered a form of experimental theatre with a declared, even professed direction and
aim: to make the audience laugh - and, obviously, to encourage self-reflection on major
themes. The Stand-up Comedy of the third millennium works an instrument of Social and
Cultural Inclusion, Gender and Sexuality Inclusion, touching and playing with subjects
such as Race, Ethnicity, Disability, Social Injustice. Today we are facing the occurrence
of new Stand-up Comedy themes (such as coming out, for instance) and the results of
putting these themes on stage is effective and useful for our society. And, due to the
unpredictability of the audience response to such provocation, it is always experimental.
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Experimental theatre — theories and specifics

In order to prove that stand-up comedy, which is in my opinion a traditionally non-
traditional form of performance, can be seen as a form of experimental theatre, I will first
look at the ways experimental theatre has been defined. Among the first theorists (or per-
haps proto-theorists) of experimental theatre, there are pivotal names such as Antonin Ar-
taud, who created the concept Theatre of Cruelty, aimed at provoking subconscious reac-
tions in the spectator (Artaud 1938); Bertolt Brecht, who conceptualized the Epic Theatre
and the alienation effect (Hecht 2022); Jerzy Grotowski, who coined the term Poor Thea-
tre, focused on a minimalist theatre and the essential actor-spectator relationship (Gro-
towski 1975); and Peter Brook, the theorist of The Empty Space, who professed the sim-
plicity of the performance (Brook 1968). According to all these theorists, experimental
theatre (or avant-garde theatre) is obviously a form of performance that rejects tradition.
Going further, the rejection of traditional dramatic conventions is accompanied by the aim
to explore something new: new structures and themes. Rather than relying on linear narra-
tives or strict separation between actor and audience, it emphasizes direct experience (of
both the actor/stand-upper and the audience) and formal innovation.
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A number of academics and theorists provide critical analysis and historical context
for experimental and avant-garde theatre movements, such as Peter Biirger (Biirger
1984), James Roose-Evans (Roose-Evans 1989), Shomit Mitter (Mitter 1992), Christo-
pher Innes (Innes 1993), and Richard Schechner (Schechner 2020). According to these
personalities, the main characteristics of experimental (aka non-traditional) theatre seem
to be the direct participation of the audience (spectators are no longer passive observers,
but active participants and co-creators; they are often directly addressed by performers,
leading to the disappearance of the ‘fourth wall’); the unconventional space (perfor-
mances often take place outside classic theatres in site-specific locations, such as aban-
doned buildings, parks, or warechouses); the non-linearity of narratives (the fragmenta-
tion of time and story); and interdisciplinarity (more specifically, the integration of
contemporary dance, visual arts, electronic music, video art, and emerging technologies
like Al into the performance). In the following, I will show that all these requirements
of experimental theatre are fulfilled by stand-up comedy.

But first, let us see what stand-up comedy is and how it is theorized.

Stand-up comedy — theories and specifics

The simplest definition of stand-up comedy might be the one given by Oliver Dou-
ble: “a performer talks to an audience aiming to make it laugh” (Double 2014, 11). Judy
Carter offers another definition: "a performer goes beyond their personal fears and
shows their authentic selves in front of an audience, transforming their own problems
into jokes" (Carter 2020, 21). A third definition comes from Jay Leno:

A performer goes beyond their personal fears and shows their authentic selves in
front of an audience, transforming their own problems into jokes. Stand-up comedy is
the cheapest form of entertainment; all you need is a comedian, a microphone, and some
chairs and tables. People love to laugh. (Double 2014, 12)

To conclude, stand-up comedy seems to be the cheapest and also the easiest kind of
show. It is an unrepeatable form of art and its success is certified by the quantity of
laughter it elicits.

Because stand-up comedy was dismissed as ‘low art’ for a long time, its formal aca-
demic theorization is relatively recent, except for Bergson’s classical theory of Laughter
(Bergson 1911) and Huizinga’s Homo Ludens theory of play (Huizinga 1938). Although
Huizinga does not direct his work specifically to laughter, I consider that his concept of
ludicity implies and includes an element of laughter. Still, thinkers and practitioners of
stand-up comedy such as Double (Double 2014), Quirk (Quirk 2015), Weaver (Weav-
er 2011), and also the behaviourists McGraw and Warner (McGraw & Warner 2015)
have analysed its structure, psychology, and social role with the same rigor applied to
classical theatre. Wilkie’s Performance, Comedy and Aesthetics (Wilkie 2016) positions
comedy within the broader framework of traditional performing arts.
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More recently, The Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy, edited by Double
(Double 2025), adds clarity and underlines the relevance of stand-up comedy as an aca-
demic subject and field of study. Theorizing stand-up comedy has been my academic pre-
occupation for the last few years (Nedelea 2020; Nedelea 2022). To conclude, stand-up
comedy has been analyzed from different academic perspectives, such as: historical (Dou-
ble & Washbourne 2025; Krefting 2025), political (Quirk 2025), social (Lockyer 2025),
psychoanalytical, philosophical, and psychological (Mintz 1985), and, last but not least,
from queer (Gilbert 2025) and gender-related (Tomsett & White 2025) perspectives.

Is stand-up comedy a form of experimental theatre?

First and foremost, stand-up comedy is traditionally non-traditional. It was born as a
form of non-traditional theatre: from the very beginning, it did not take place on a tradi-
tional stage and was not necessarily performed by professional actors (the stand-upper
can be a professional actor, but does not have to be one). Stand-up comedy can happen
anywhere — although it ‘traditionally’ happens in a bar. It can take place on an impro-
vised stage, a bar, a real stage, but also in a stadium. It is based on improvisation and on
the audience response — unlike a theatre play, which has a strict text and a clear script. It
happens hic et nunc and every performance actually depends — at least to a certain ex-
tent — on that night's specific audience. It has to be direct, honest, and everything that
happens, including all kinds of accidents, must be taken into account because the audi-
ence expects the performer to react to them — unlike in traditional theatre, where the
actor pretends that accidents did not happen and tries to make them invisible.

One of the main characteristics of experimental theatre is the direct participation of
the audience. The stand-up comedian breaks the ‘fourth wall’ by default. The performer
acknowledges the fact that the spectators are there, and they are no longer passive ob-
servers. Usually, the performer asks them direct questions during the warm-up routine
and sharp, funny comments are made. Thus, the spectators become active participants
and co-creators of the show. The spectators in the first rows even expect to be directly
addressed by performers.

Every comedian is different in this matter, and a relevant example is the famous
British stand-upper Jimmy Carr, who has developed a personal ‘tradition’. For decades,
during Jimmy Carr’s performances, the audience has been offered a phone number at
the beginning of his shows and invited to write questions and messages during the
break. The famous comedian replies to their funny texts in the second part of the show.
In this particular way, the audience takes an active part in writing (or rewriting) the
show.

Another feature that is characteristic of experimental theatre is the unconventional
space. Experimental performances often take place outside classic theatres, in “site-
specific” locations such as abandoned buildings, parks, or warehouses. So does stand-up
comedy: it can take place anywhere, as already stated. The only visual sign that must
remain is the microphone held by the comedian in their hand.
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The non-linearity of narratives is another trait of experimental theatre and also
stand-up comedy. Usually, stand-up gigs do not have continuity (I have personally nev-
er experienced a stand-up show with continuity). There are, of course, routines, stories
which can last for 10-15 minutes, and ideas the comedian comes back to during the
show. There are also one-liners that jump freely from one subject to another. Generally,
the jokes have no common subject, the fragmentation of the story being a typical feature
of stand-up comedy.

Interdisciplinarity is another feature of experimental theatre that can be found in
stand-up comedy. Many comedians include music in their shows — and a relevant ex-
ample is Adam Sandler. The famous American comedian also relies on visual elements
in his gigs, a good example being his 2024 Netflix show 100% Fresh.

In conclusion, one can argue that all the main characteristics of experimental theatre
are fulfilled by stand-up comedy.

Now, let us play the devil’s advocate. There are a few inherent elements of stand-up
comedy that might not seem quite experimental. For instance, stand-up comedy is based
on a particular convention: the monologue convention. Usually, in a stand-up perfor-
mance, there is much more monologue than dialogue with the audience. Also, in terms
of text delivery, traditional stand-up has a rather fixed and rigid structure: a setup fol-
lowed by a punchline. On the other hand, experimental theatre tends to destroy predict-
able structures, while stand-up depends on them to function. Then there is also the
commercial intent issue: stand-up is often oriented toward immediate entertainment and
profitability. On the other hand, experimental theatre prioritizes aesthetic research or
intellectual provocation, often ignoring audience comfort.

There are legendary stand-up performers who used the stage to question the nature
of stand-up comedy itself and even to explore the limits of discomfort. Such examples
of experimental approaches in stand-up are the anti-comedian Andy Kaufman (who
might read The Great Gatsby until the audience left, turning their boredom and anger
into art) or other representatives of the craft, such as Stewart Lee, the meta-comedian
Hannah Gadsby, and the absurdist Bo Burnham.

Other contemporary performers who push the boundaries of stand-up, transforming
it into a form of performance art or experimental theatre, include: Natalie Palamides
(who pushes physical and emotional boundaries, making the audience feel vulnerable
and active in the creative process), Jordan Brookes (who relies on physical unpredicta-
bility and the ‘empty space’ theorized by Peter Brook, Kim Noble (whose work is closer
to extreme performance art than a comedy club, using technology to document real-life
obsessions), Stewart Lee (who turns a stand-up set into a Brechtian social critique and
meta-theatrical experience), and Drew Michael (who rejects the "classic" interaction
with the audience — the fundamental premise of stand-up — to create an introspective,
cinematic experience).
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Conclusion

Stand-up comedy, a traditionally non-traditional genre within the realm of perfor-
mance, can be considered a form of experimental theatre due to a multitude of elements
such as the audience's direct participation, its minimalist means (one person, one mic,
one unconventional space), the non-linearity of narratives, its unpredictability, multidis-
ciplinarity, and capacity to shock. However, it only truly becomes 100% experimental
theatre when it stops trying to merely make people laugh and starts exploring why they
are there and what human communication means in that space. The answer to the main
question (which is the title of this paper) is that traditional stand-up fully becomes ex-
perimental theatre when it deconstructs its own rules.

BIBLIOGRAFIE

ARTAUD, Antonin. The Theatre and Its Double. First edition 1938. London:
Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 1991.

BERGER, Phil. The Last Laugh. New York: Morrow, 1975.

BERGSON, Henri. Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic. New York:
Macmillan, 1911.

BROOK, Peter. The Empty Space. First edition 1968. London: Penguin Classics, 2008.

BURGER, Peter. Theory of the Avant-Garde. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1984.

CARTER, Judy. The Comedy Bible: From Standup to Sitcom. New York: Indie Books
International, 2020.

DOUBLE, Oliver. Getting the Joke: The Inner Workings of Stand-Up Comedy. London:
Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2014.

DOUBLE, Oliver. ,,Introduction.” In Oliver Double (ed.), The Cambridge Companion
to Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025, pp. 1-12.

DOUBLE, Oliver (ed.). The Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2025.

DOUBLE, Oliver and Neil WASHBOURNE. “Stand-Up in the United Kingdom.” In
Oliver Double (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025, pp. 23-42.

FINLEY, J. “Laugh No Limit: Black Stand-Up Comedy.” In Oliver Double (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2025, pp. 140-157.

FRANKLIN, Joe. Encyclopaedia of Comedians. Secaucus, New Jersey: Citadel Press,
1972.

GILBERT, Joanne. “Stand-Up Comedy and Sexuality.” In Oliver Double (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2025, pp. 124-139.

497



Symbolon Volume XXIV. no. 1 (44)

GROTOWSKI, Jerzy. Towards a Poor Theatre. First edition 1965. London:
Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 1975.

HECHT, Werner. The Development of Brecht’s Theory of the Epic Theatre. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2022.

HUIZINGA, Johan. Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture.
Connecticut: Martino Fine Books, 2014.

INNES, Christopher. Avant Garde Theatre: 1892—1992. London: Routledge, 1993.

KREFTING, Beck. “Comics, Minstrels, Satirists, and Hacks: A History of Stand-Up
Comedy in the USA.” In Oliver Double (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to
Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025, pp. 43-60.

LOCKYER, Sharon. “Stand-Up Comedy, Disability and Social Justice.” In Oliver
Double (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2025, pp. 175-188.

MCGRAW, Peter and Joel WARNER. The Humor Code: A Global Search For What
Makes Things Funny. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015.

MENCKEN, H. L. The Book of Burlesques. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1920.

MINTZ, Lawrence E. “Stand-up Comedy as Social and Cultural Mediation”. American
Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 1, Special Issue: American Humour, The Johns Hopkins
University Press, Spring 1985.

MITTER, Shomit. Systems of Rehearsal: Stanislavsky, Brecht, Grotowski, and Brook.
London: Routledge, 1992.

NEDELEA, Patricia. “Stand-up Comedy as Humorous Detachment: Enlightenment
Roots from Diderot and Sade”. Colocvii Teatrale - Artele spectacolului dincolo
de limite, nr. 30, lasi, 2020, pp. 93-104.

NEDELEA, Patricia. “Stand-up Comedy: The Passionate Detachment Paradox - A
Laugh of Ice and Fire”. DramArt. Revista de Studii Teatrale, nr. 10, Timisoara,
2022, pp. 167-176.

QUIRK, Sophie. “Stand-Up Comedy and Politics.” In Oliver Double (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2025, pp. 206-221.

QUIRK, Sophie. Why Stand-up Matters: How Comedians Manipulate and Influence.
London: Methuen Drama, 2015.

ROOSE-EVANS, James. Experimental Theatre: From Stanislavsky to Peter Brook.
London: Routledge, 1989.

RUTTER, Jason. Stand-Up as Interaction: Performance and Audience in Comedy
Venues. Doctoral Thesis, University of Salford, Institute for Social Research,
September 1997.

SCHECHNER, Richard. Performance Studies: An Introduction. London: Routledge,
2020.

SCHWARTZ, Janine. Linguistic Aspects of Verbal Humour in Stand-up Comedy.
Doctoral Thesis, 2010.

498



Patricia NEDELEA

TOMSETT, Ellie and Rosie WHITE. “Stand-Up Comedy and Gender.” In Oliver
Double (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Stand-up Comedy. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2025, pp. 107-123.

WEAVER, Simon. The Rhetoric of Racist Humour: US, UK and Global Race Joking.
London and New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2011.

WILKIE, lan. Performance, Comedy and Aesthetics. London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2016.

WOODROFF, Paul. “The Paradox of Comedy.” Philosophical Topics, vol. 25, no. 1,
1997.

© Patricia Nedelea, 2026. This work is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY).

499



	REPREZENTĂRI SOCIALE ȘI FORME  PERFORMATIVE CONTEMPORANE  KÖZÖSSÉGI REPREZENTÁCIÓK ÉS  KORTÁRS PERFORMATÍV FORMÁK  SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS AND  CONTEMPORARY PERFORMANCE FORMS  REPRÉSENTATIONS SOCIALES ET FORMES PERFORMATIVES CONTEMPORAINES
	MOHAMED
	La famille
	La structure économique.
	BIBLIOGRAPHIE

	ABAIED
	Théâtre contemporain et mutations des formes scéniques
	La scénographie immersive : de l'espace représenté à l'espace vécu
	Expérience du spectateur et les nouvelles formes de fréquentation
	BIBLIOGRAPHIE

	ALAKRAA
	1. L’espace théâtral
	BIBLIOGRAPHIE

	DALEA
	Introducere
	Stand-up comedy: împrumut cultural, confluențe sociale
	Stand-up comedy și experimentul
	Arhitectura performativă a stand-up comedy-ului
	Scurt istoric al stand-up comedy-ului în România
	Mentalul colectiv și „generația de tranziție” în stand-up-ul românesc
	Concluzii
	BIBLIOGRAFIE

	NEDELEA
	Experimental theatre – theories and specifics
	Stand-up comedy – theories and specifics
	Is stand-up comedy a form of experimental theatre?
	Conclusion
	BIBLIOGRAFIE

	LIST


