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For my mother, Iris, the funniest person I know




Prologue

Whenever anyone asks what inspired me to go into comedy, my answer is always the same: 9/11. I know it may not be the most likable way to start off, but it’s true. Watching people jump to their deaths on live TV just as I was about to enter my first year of college had a traumatizing effect on me and my entire generation. It made me realize that life is short and random and sometimes tragic and that I didn’t want to die in a business suit.

Funny stuff, eh?

Growing up in the ’90s, I watched a ton of comedy on TV, but the idea of pursuing it as a career never crossed my mind. There were no artists in my family. My parents were always loving and supportive, but thankfully not enough to blunt my comedic edge.

Years ago, at my grandma’s funeral, I was comforting my mourning mother when a friend of my grandma’s approached us and said, “It’s so nice that Freda got to know all her grandchildren as adults.”

In her deep state of grief, my mother looked up and without even missing a beat, she smirked, “Not Jena… Jena is not yet an adult.” I was twenty-eight years old at the time, living in New York, and bartending to pay the bills because my multiple nightly stand-up shows that paid performers in drink tickets did not provide the most reliable income stream. Since I didn’t have a normal, stable job, my mother didn’t consider me an “adult.” The comment stung, but at least through her immense sadness, my mom could still make people (who weren’t her daughter) laugh.

My mom is effortlessly funny, and when I was growing up, she often used humor to cope with life’s darkest moments. A lot of the comedy I do today stems from my attempt to do the same: to find levity in tragedy and in doing so, to lighten the mood of anyone listening. It usually works, but sometimes it doesn’t, like that time I bombed live on network TV.

I wish I could roll the clip for you now. I looked great. I still had that the future is female glow and Rosie the Riveter red NARS lipstick to match. I was even wearing all white for the first time in my life (if you don’t count my sister’s wedding… jk) and dressed like a hipster suffragette.

It was November 8, 2016, and I was in front of a live studio audience (and the world) for Stephen Colbert’s Live Election Night Special. I was invited to be a guest commentator on Stephen’s panel that night, specifically to react in real time to whoever the winner might be.

I almost want to laugh at the naivete of the producer who prepped me for the segment. He had called that morning to go over the format and answer any of my questions. When I demurely asked, “What if Trump wins?” we both laughed nervously.

As a person who had been alive and on Twitter for most of 2016, I had some reservations about the election outcome, but there was so much excitement in the air that morning. Between standing in a line wrapped around an entire city block to vote for our nation’s first female president, to the adrenaline rush of preparing for my first Late Show appearance, I really didn’t want to entertain the thought that Hillary might not win.

Six years earlier I had written for the Late Show with David Letterman in the same iconic Ed Sullivan Theater. I had always dreamed of one day being invited on the show as a comedian or as a guest promoting some cool project. Cut to election night, and there I was, living my dream, which was slowly descending into a nightmare as Stephen, the other panelists, and I watched Florida turn red in horror. As it became increasingly clear that an unregistered sex offender was about to become president of the United fucking States of America, the men on the panel seemed surprisingly optimistic, confidently stating that Hillary could still pull through and consoling the crowd with positive aphorisms about the amazing things women have accomplished throughout history. Even as I type this, I can feel a wave of nausea wash over me. In that moment, I was speechless and shocked. I could see the writing on the not-yet-built wall: Trump was going to win.

I didn’t know what to do—so I drank a sip of whiskey. I put my head down and inhaled a deep, slow breath.

“Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t you dare cry in front of your coworkers on live TV,” I whispered as I stared at my feet—now purple because my shoes were too small and the theater was too cold (thermal sexism is real). Stephen Colbert, in all his brilliance, kept cool as his panelists unraveled in real time. At one point, Stephen turned to me and asked, “Jena, you’re a woman. Everything is on you right now. No pressure.”

The audience giggled nervously. “Do you think Hillary can still pull it off? Do you have any hope left?” I was catatonic. I didn’t know what to say. I knew the election was over, that our work-in-progress democracy might be over, and that as a “comedian” in that moment, I still had to come up with something funny. So to buy time, I relied on an old TV pundit trick and answered a question with a question: “Do you want my honest answer? Or my TV-friendly answer?”

Stephen’s face was hard to read. Up close, I could see a glint of fear in his eyes, but he didn’t let the camera pick up on that. He calmly responded, “No, I just want to know how you feel.” So I took a deep breath and went for it: “It feels like an asteroid has just crashed into our democracy. It’s so sad and heartbreaking and I wish I could be funny—” And then I tried to be funny. “Get your abortions now,” I continued to audible audience gasps, “because we’re going to be fucked and we’re going to have to live with it.”

A silence washed over the crowd. I felt so incredibly self-conscious that my line had bombed that, for just a brief moment, my neuroses kicked in and pushed our nation’s impending doom into the background. Stephen broke the tension with a joke about CBS’s plans to re-air the broadcast later that week. “I don’t know what parts are going to be edited out, but I’m pretty sure I’ve got some idea.” The crowd laughed.

I mustered up a smile and tried to brush off my line, realizing comedians on network TV are barely even allowed to say the word “abortion,” let alone make a call to action to get one.

The taping ended. I was ushered backstage. I hugged my friends Elna and Molly, who came with me to the show, and they, in turn, hugged Jeff Goldblum (?), who had been a guest on the show earlier that night. I watched some of the male writers break down in tears as Stephen consoled us all. He thanked me for being on the show, which meant a lot, considering I had just alienated almost every Catholic person in his fan base.

The city was eerily quiet when I left the theater that night. I wasn’t in New York on 9/11, but people who were often say 11/9 felt similar. The comparisons are notable: both were man-made disasters facilitated by megalomaniacs who used their dad’s money to fuck up New York’s skyline. I floated stoically through Manhattan that night, in a daze, worried as much about my gaffe as the fate of our country. The next morning, when I spotted a woman carting her infant daughter in a stroller down Seventh Avenue, I broke down and started to cry. That poor woman didn’t even need to ask why. She turned to me calmly and said, “It’s going to be okay.”

In the days that followed, I received more hate mail than I had ever received in my life (though death threats from people who purport to be pro-life do kind of feel like progress?). Worse than the hate mail were the conservative media outlets that picked up my “Get your abortions now” quote and were using it as proof that all pro-choice women were cruel, heartless baby killers. It made me furious that my flippant words could be misconstrued (okay, they were pretty accurately construed) to push a false, destructive narrative and obfuscate the very real threat that Trump’s administration posed to reproductive justice and women’s health. And although I didn’t want to apologize to my critics (a cardinal rule of comedy is “never apologize”… in our current era it’s also now a cardinal rule of sexual misconduct), I did hold some personal regrets. I wish I had said something softer and less alienating, but equally accurate, like “Get your IUDs now,” or “[insert anything funnier],” but I meant what I said, and the facts speak for themselves.

Five years after my late-night gaffe, my too-honest words seem less offensive and less hysterical than when I originally vomited them out of my mouth on live TV because now, more than ever, they ring true. I’ll be shocked if Roe v. Wade hasn’t been overturned by the time you’ve read this.I Comedy is like that: even when it misfires, there’s usually some truth to it. To me, comedy remains the best way to cut through the bullshit, to comfort the grieving, and to change minds, even if it doesn’t always make us laugh.

Coming up, you’ll read about my unlikely path to becoming a comedian, how I found my voice in an industry, time, and place that for so long seemed so intent on not hearing it, and what it has been like to struggle, survive, and ultimately thrive as a woman in a comically unregulated work environment for the past fifteen years.

And at the end of it, if you like what you read, thank Osama bin Laden.

This is Not Funny.


	I. … fuck. (6/24/22)






Not Funny

You don’t look funny. How the hell did you end up being a comedian?”

I get asked this question a lot, and every time I take it as a compliment. The short answer? I failed at every other job I tried.I The long answer is a little more complicated.

Part of the reason I titled this book Not FunnyII is because it perfectly encapsulates my origin story. It begins my senior year at Northwestern, while I was researching and writing my undergraduate thesis in cultural anthropology. The thesis was called “Whose Truth and Comedy: An Ethnography of Race, Class and Gender in Chicago’s Improv Comedy Scene,” and it was just as hilarious as it sounds.

The discipline of anthropology has a pretty shady history, involving white men with names like Bronisław and Claude who traveled to remote villages in the farthest corners of the world to “study” the “natives” and then made careers out of writing racist ethnographies about their subjects. I didn’t want to go that route, so when it came time to find a topic for my yearlong ethnographic essay—a qualitative research project that involves immersing oneself in a community to observe their behaviors and interactions—I picked a tribe I thought I could blend into easily: female comedians.

I had always been fascinated by comedy, but my left-brained parents would never encourage me to pursue such an unorthodox and unstable profession. In fact, when I finally “came out” to my mother as a comedian, she treated the news like there had been a death in the family. “I’d rather you be gay,” she whimpered, “because at least that’s something you can’t control.” She was always the funny one.

At the time I was researching my thesis, I was living in Chicago with three friends who had all studied abroad in various countries the previous year. We built a bond on our life-changing experiences overseas (I had spent a semester in Santiago, Chile) and the determination to avoid moving back to our suburban campus, where social life was constructed around the fraternity basement beer-pong circuit. During the summer, we moved into a carriage house in the back of a bar on Halsted and Roscoe, a few blocks from the L train and an easy commute to our classes in Evanston.

Originally, I wanted to write my thesis about female stand-up comedians, but there was a dearth of women in stand-up comedy in Chicago back then and not enough of a sample size for me to study. There was also an improvisational comedy theater a few blocks from where I lived. I had no idea what improv was, but I had always been a sucker for anything within walking distance, and the place was always brimming with activity.

And just like that, I shifted my focus to improv. The site of my ethnography was called ImprovOlympic, later changed to iO after the International Olympic Committee threatened to sue. For a year it was my home—until it wasn’t.

You may have heard about iO from alums like Tina Fey, Amy Poehler, Mike Myers, Chris Farley, Tim Meadows, Adam McKay, or countless other famous comedians who have trained there. When I stumbled upon this cultIII—I mean “comedy theater and training center”—I had no idea what I was getting into. When I stopped by the place to see how much it would cost to purchase tickets to watch a bunch of shows, the young woman behind the desk—the hilarious Katie Rich, who later went on to write for Saturday Night Live—informed me that if I signed up for classes, I could see all the shows for free (that’s how they reel you in). I signed up for Level One Improv under the guise of “research,” and two months later, I was hooked.

Before improv became a punch line, largely due to the mainstream success of improviser-heavy hit shows like The Office and 30 Rock, Chicago’s improv comedy scene was the coolest thing I had ever been part of. The iO classes were full of such interesting and funny students. Many of them had moved to Chicago instead of or right after college to follow their dreams and pursue improv full-time. And my improv teachers were all really kind and encouraging, too. They were obsessed with the art form and always happy to talk to me about it over (many, many) drinks at the theater’s bar.

These were also the first adults I had ever met who had been able to make a living (in Chicago, which was an affordable city in 2005) out of teaching and playing what was essentially make believe for adults. Coming from my university, where most aspired to investment banking or consulting, this world felt like a much-needed breath of fresh air.

Most fascinating was long-form improv itself, a comedic, physically active art form that at its best evokes the pure, inspirational inventiveness of a jazz ensemble. The creative potential was limitless. You could be your own writer, performer, and director all at the same time. It felt as if a portal to another world had opened, and I never wanted to leave. To this day, I’ve never experienced as much unbridled joy as I did when creating something out of nothing with my friends and “teammates” onstage at iO.

It’s a shame that within a year the same research paper that lured me into this fascinating subculture would be what forced me out of it. My paper had unwittingly amounted to something no private business wants to see: an audit. I looked at this theater-slash-bar-slash-work-environment under a microscope, through a feminist-Marxist lens, and recorded what I found. Obviously, it pissed some people off.


ABSTRACT

Race, gender, and socioeconomic privilege are key elements in the production and consumption of long-form improvisational comedy in Chicago. The bulk of my research includes observations, interviews, and my own experiences performing and working at Chicago’s ImprovOlympic Theater and Training Center.

In this essay, I examine how college-educated white women have become a major force in Chicago’s improvisational comedy community, on and off the stage. I analyze the ways in which white women’s socialization into Chicago’s improvisational comedy scene differs from that of nonwhite men and women. I document the experiences of racially and ethnically marginalized individuals working in Chicago improv’s mainstream to reveal this improvised comedic performance as a reflection of societal inequalities in America’s urban political economy.



HA HA LOL! I know the paper sounds wonky, and that’s because it was. I wasn’t a comedian when I wrote my undergraduate thesis, just an overeager, idealistic college student trying to document an honest account of a lived experience under the guidance of a radical feminist–Marxist college adviser. We’ve all done crazy things in college, right?

Professor Micaela di Leonardo is a rock star in the field of cultural anthropology. I really wanted to impress her. She was beloved and equally feared by her students and would often make essays I turned in hemorrhage with red ink from her critical pen. I remember during our first class, she told her students about a pencil-drawing course she once took as a kid that taught her to draw. She explained that after a few classes, when she would look at a tree, she wouldn’t just see a tree but rather the series of pencil lines that would enable her to render the tree accurately on paper. That’s also how she explained feminist-Marxist anthropology. By teaching her students about race, gender, and structural inequality in certain populations, we would start to see it everywhere. She was right.

With Professor di Leonardo on board as my thesis adviser, I wasn’t just studying improv; I was looking at the ways in which the performance of Chicago-style long-form improvisational comedy and the culture around it reflected a stalled affirmative action agenda in a Bush-era political economy (I know, it’s a lot). Translation: Why, after so many decades of “social progress,” were these “liberal” spaces still so… white? She encouraged me to probe deeper into issues of structural inequality and not hold back when documenting my own enculturation into this magical but flawed subculture. Her teachings had a profound impact on me back then and are still evident in so much of my work to this day.

The thesis was well received, and I even worked toward graduating early from my anthropology program, with honors, so that I could dedicate even more time that spring and summer to my new drug—I mean improv comedy habit.

When a comedy blogger asked to read my thesis, I didn’t hesitate to share. Of course she could read my little college paper, a dry academic analysis of this comedy institution. What was the worst that could happen?

Man, was I wrong.

Once I gave the blogger permission to post my paper to her site, everyone in our tight-knit comedy scene read it. And because I had disguised my interview subjects’ identities through pseudonyms, all the criticism of the “controversial views” expressed throughout my thesis, mostly about racism and sexism I observed at iO, piled onto me.

The fallout was immediate, and in 2005, there was no social media to have my back (I never thought I’d write this, but sometimes social media can be harnessed for good!). Charna Halpern, the owner of the theater, canceled my weekly show from the calendar and kicked me off my improv team. A few days later, two of my favorite former (female) improv teachers called me on the phone and reprimanded me for writing about sexual harassment in my paper rather than keeping it under wraps and reporting it to them directly.

“Women in this community don’t make waves offstage,” one lectured as I struggled to hold back tears. “We make waves onstage.”

I was devastated, and I was confused. I never intended my college paper to make the people I admired and respected most in that scene so angry, or for it to alienate me from a world I had grown to love. Why was it the women in this community—Charna and my two female teachers—who were coming down on me the hardest?IV It would take me years to understand why they reacted the way they did, but at the time I felt like I had failed them, that it was I who had done something wrong.



One specific passage of the forty-three-page thesis seemed to provoke the most outrage. It was a short paragraph where I documented a minor encounter I had as an intern.


I was reading Barbara Bergmann’s The Economic Emergence of Women, specifically her chapter on sexual harassment in the workplace, while on my break between performance sets. I was wearing my red and black ImprovOlympic employee T-shirt when a male director and teacher at the theater approached me and initiated conversation by asking me what I was reading. He feigned acknowledgment of the author, grazed my lower back with his hand, and in all seriousness proceeded, “Does your hair naturally flip like that?” When I hesitated to respond, he continued, “Do you know how many women try to make their hair look like that?” I shrugged, laughed uncomfortably at his arbitrary remarks, and continued to read. After three months working at ImprovOlympic, I realized that my socialization offstage was interfering with my ability to “play” onstage. That is, as a female intern I could not repel frequent sexual harassment in the way that I would be expected to—“playing strong”—onstage. I ended my work-study internship prematurely because I had the economic means to pay for classes.



I specifically chose that anecdote to write about because it was so benign. I also found humor in the fact that I got lightly harassed while reading about sexual harassment, and I wanted to add some levity to the otherwise heavy subject matter. It’s not an easy topic to joke about, people!

But in reality, the harassment I experienced and observed during my internship at that theater was so much more insidious than what I had revealed in my report. Teachers often slept with students and in some cases, gave them stage time in return. Male and female interns were constantly groped and harassed in ways that I didn’t find offensive (compared to frat parties) but that I could see how other students might have.

Once when I was working, a male teacher pushed me into a storage closet and asked to feel my arm muscles. I thought it was weird, but I let him. I thought to myself, At least he asked, right? Male improvisers were often so handsy and boundaryless with female improvisers onstage that doing so offstage barely registered as inappropriate.

The subtle racism I witnessed at this very white comedy theater was worse. Onstage, white improvisers often tokenized their nonwhite scene partners to milk laughs out of mostly white audiences. Many marginalized students, men and women, ended up leaving the mainstream comedy theaters, like iO and Second City, to form their own separate improv troupes where they wouldn’t be subjected to constant racist microaggressions (and macroaggressions) from their mostly white improviser teammates or the mostly white crowds.

For decades, ImprovOlympic had been a pipeline to Saturday Night Live as well as many other major comedy career opportunities. If marginalized and underrepresented groups were being pushed out of this community before they ever got a chance to succeed, how did that affect mainstream production of comedy in the larger culture?

A journalist for the Chicago Reader reached out to interview me after she heard that backlash to the research paper got me kicked out of iO. I declined her request. I was afraid to speak to her. I didn’t want to “make waves offstage” or look like I was trying to get attention. I had already been made to feel like a traitor to a community that had been so welcoming to me, and I didn’t want to feel like that again.

I quietly made my exit from iO and looked for ways to get my improv fix elsewhere. For a little while, I performed improv with friends in bars and at smaller, less venerated improv clubs and black-box theaters around Chicago, but it wasn’t the same. Nothing could compare to the thrill of performing on a sold-out show on iO’s main stage. I still think about how different my career path might have been if I had just kept that paper to anthropology class and never unleashed it into the wilds of Chicago’s insular improv comedy community. If I hadn’t been blacklisted, maybe I would have eventually gotten more stage time at iO and possibly been invited to perform on one of many highly coveted industry showcases there. Maybe from there I could have gotten a job writing or performing on SNL, and hell, maybe now I’d be… probably fired from that hypothetical job at SNL. I hear it’s a tough place to work.



Once when I was a student intern at iO, I got an inside tip that Lorne Michaels was on his way to the theater that night to scout for potential cast members; Charna had set up a showcase of her favorite improvisers for him to check out. It was crazy to be a fly on the wall; I can still recall the nervous energy in the room as students crowded on the floor to watch our favorite improv heroes audition for the biggest role of their lives. Some veteran performers barely broke a sweat during their scenes, while others completely choked, all while Lorne sat in stone-faced judgment. While no one ended up getting their big break that night, years later some of my iO friends and heroes—Michael Patrick O’Brien, Vanessa Bayer, Paul Brittain, and Tim Robinson—would get the call to write and perform on SNL.

It was heartbreaking to leave that community, and I still get sad thinking about it, but if I hadn’t been cast out of my cushy, tight-knit improv bubble, I might never have had the guts to go out on my own. Over the next few years, I focused most of my creative energy on stand-up and sketch writing. The people who had been my friends at iO stayed my friends. After tensions had cooled, I would occasionally stop by the theater to see shows, but I never again performed at the place that I used to consider my second home.

A decade later, I came across an article about women in Chicago’s comedy scene fighting back against sexual harassment. The piece was about iO. In 2015 the sexual harassment that I had written about in my college paper had become the subject of multiple articles in mainstream news outlets like Jezebel, BuzzFeed, the Chicago Reader, and the Chicago Tribune. According to the pieces, iO management had ignored multiple reports of sexual harassment. When one student who had reported her sexual harassment demanded accountability, Charna—still a central figure at the club—offered her free classes. But this time, the student had the power to take the story to social media. Outraged, dozens of other students and former students came forward with their own experiences of sexual harassment at iO and at other comedy theaters in Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles.

Seeing all the press coverage felt vindicating, but it was also frustrating—a decade later, how could this all still be going on? Around that time, one of the female iO teachers who had initially reprimanded me when my paper first came out reached out on social media to say hi and to tell me that she was proud of all my success (her words; I will never not have imposter syndrome). She didn’t apologize for what she’d said to me years earlier, but she didn’t have to. I recognized what she must have been dealing with from her employer or whatever baggage she might have accumulated in her years in the trenches, and I didn’t hold it against her. It was also just nice to hear from her.

Comedy, and art in general, is often a step ahead of the culture, and although it was a few years shy of the explosion of the #MeToo movement, after that 2015 sexual harassment shitstorm at iO, some improv comedy clubs around the US finally began to take sexual harassment seriously.

At the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre in New York, where I performed stand-up regularly, a male performer was kicked out of the community after being credibly accused of rape by multiple women who performed there. The guy ended up suing UCB for reverse gender discrimination (which sounds about right, the rapists always sue), and the court ultimately sided in the comedy club’s favor. The landmark ruling echoed throughout the whole community, finally providing a legal framework to make comedy clubs safer for the people who work and perform in those spaces.

At the time I write this, both iO Theaters in Chicago and Los Angeles, the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatres in New York and Los Angeles, and dozens of other performance venues around the country have shuttered in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. But I have confidence they’ll be back, if nothing else, because cults are a proven and durable business model. And if not those actual theaters, some other incarnation of them will emerge on the scene. And I hope that when they do, the next crop of improv-comedy-theaters-slash-training-centers-slash-bars learn from the mistakes of their predecessors and make their spaces safer and more inclusive, at the very least so that their students can be spared from ever venturing into stand-up.


	I. Sorry, Mom, I know you wanted me to be a management consultant.

	II. Good call, Nick.

	III. A cult with an even better job placement track record than Scientology!

	IV. Internalized misogyny can be a real bitch.
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