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Synopsis 

This report hopes to accurately relay the experience of preparing for and 

performing at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival as part of the University of Warwick’s 

comedy sketch group. In doing so it explains how the project has developed the 

participants as writers and performers of comedy and as human beings. This report 

also contains substantial advice for anyone wishing to embark upon a similar project 

in the future. 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank the members of the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund 

Committee for financially supporting this project. This funding made the trip to 

Edinburgh possible for all Warwick Comedy Society members. 

I also appreciate the hard work put in by the ten performers who accompanied 

me on this project, who are Florrie Sheehan, Kat Davidson, Mark Dooner, Joanne 

Sarginson, Alex Johnston, Chris Holmes, Matthew Brackstone, Daniel Nye, Chris 

Holmes, Rosie McCann and Leigh Dawson. 

Prelude: The Origins of the Warwick Revue 

The Warwick Comedy Society’s sketch group, now named ‘The Warwick 

Revue’, was formed in October 2012. Frustrated by the absence of any formal 

channel for writing and performing comedy at Warwick, I was among a group of 

people who met for the first time in the hope that the Comedy Society would become 

a place for people to create sketch and stand-up comedy – and it did. 

Our first sessions involved us – a group of complete beginners – trying to get 

a handle on the mechanisms of sketch comedy. We tried acting out our favourite 

classic sketches from television shows such as Monty Python’s Flying Circus, A Bit 

of Fry and Laurie, The Two Ronnies and That Mitchell and Webb Look. Once we had 

broken the ice and felt confident performing in front of each other we started to write 

our own sketches and sharing these at meetings. Granted, our material fell 

somewhat short of the Four Candles sketch, in fact some of what was shared would 

struggle to fit the definition of a sketch, be it a bit of dialogue or a half-formed idea. 

But as new to the form as we were, we did manage to write and perform things that 

at least made each other laugh, and that was the first step. 

In March 2013 we felt confident enough to put on our first show under the 

moniker of ‘The Warwick Players’. Fromage et Bondage was an hour-long 

performance of the strongest sketches we had written over the preceding five 

months. We felt this show was well received and it served to complete the 

inauguration of the Comedy Society’s sketch group. At the society’s exec handover 

in May 2013 a new position, Performance Officer, was created to oversee the 

performance aspect of the society; I was elected to this role. 
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We finished our first academic year together with a performance of our 

second show, Filth and Whimsy, at the Warwick Student Arts Festival in June 2013. 

This show did not run smoothly as we were in a venue desperately unsuitable for 

comedy (the Student’s Union Atrium) and technical problems left us without 

microphones, making it a near impossibility for us to make ourselves heard in the 

loud, open space. This slightly shambolic end to the year, although unpleasant, did 

teach us some important lessons about how to create an environment that is 

conducive to comedy and how to perform under adverse circumstances. 

At the end of our first year I felt confident that as a group we had the ability 

and dedication to take our first sketch show to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival; from 

this starting point the project began to develop. 

Introduction 

The Edinburgh Fringe Festival is in many ways the epicentre of live British 

comedy, and we perceived there to be numerous benefits to be gained by 

performing there.  

Primarily we hoped to become better writers and performers of comedy through 

regular performances to changing audiences. We recognised one drawback of 

performing exclusively to Warwick students was that we learned to write and perform 

comedy for quite a specific target demographic, and the Fringe Festival offered the 

opportunity to broaden the scope of our work and connect with people of different 

ages and backgrounds. 

Furthermore we saw a performance at Edinburgh as potentially the first of many 

successive performances at the festival. The festival contains its own unique 

challenges and logistical obstacles that can be overcome with knowledge gained 

through first-hand experience. By spending a week at the festival we hoped to get a 

better idea of how to thrive there in future years. 

We also hoped that the project would raise the profile of the society so that we 

could attract talented and passionate writers and performers of comedy and 

ultimately create a comedy society that could one day be classed in the same league 

as those of universities such as Durham, Bristol and UCL. 

This report hopes to elucidate our successes and failures at the Edinburgh Fringe 

Festival and analyse the extent to which we achieved our objectives. Although the 

application for the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund was made solely in my name, and I 

took on board most of the organisational responsibility, the project was undertaken 

by an additional ten people, and I have tried to include their voices in this report 

when possible. I will aim to save my first-person account of the experience for the 

“Personal Reflection” section of this report. 
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In my original application the name of our sketch group was ‘The Warwick 

Players’, however  in May 2014 we made the decision to change our name to ‘The 

Warwick Revue’ so that we would be more identifiable as a university sketch group 

at the festival.  

Methodology – Preparation 

 Preparation for the festival was a lengthy process that began at the start of 

the academic year. Our plan was to construct an Edinburgh show from the most 

effective sketches performed at our hour-long end of term shows in December 2013 

and March 2014, combined with a few new sketches and older ideas from our first 

year, and then try to fit these disparate sketches into a cohesive show. We chose 

this method, rather than trying to write an entire show around a central theme or 

idea, because we wanted to make the hour as funny as possible with guaranteed big 

laughs throughout and we felt that a kind of “Greatest Hits” show structure was the 

most reliable way of doing this. This method was also somewhat dictated to us by 

the large number of writers and performers in the group, which hampered  our ability 

to create a show with a strong central motif due to having lots of disparate creative 

voices contribute to its content (this issue is explored in more detail in the 

“Limitations” section of this report). 

 Our end of term shows developed steadily throughout the term. Weeks one to 

seven were dedicated to writing new material. Sketches were written independently 

during our free time and then shared and acted out with the group during Friday 

evening meetings, where they would receive feedback for rewrites. In week seven 

we would decide on our favourite 75-80 minutes of material, and then the next two 

and a half weeks would be spent rehearsing, rewriting through a process of 

improvisation, and ultimately refining our sketches into a tight hour-long show. 

Our first end of term show 

was called Sketchistential Crisis 

and was performed on campus 

and in Leamington Spa in 

December 2013. This show 

incorporated the talents of new 

members who had joined at the 

start of the year and was a 

marked improvement upon our 

two previous performances. They 

were well attended by audiences 

and most of the sketches were 

successful. Five of the sketches 

from this show went on to form part of the Edinburgh show.  

Rehearsal for “Sketchistential Crisis” 



5 
 

The process for creating our second end of term show, Edinburgh Preview 

Preview, was very similar to the one involved in producing our first show, as we 

found this method to be effective. This show was of a good standard but was held 

back by disappointing audience numbers, performing to just nine people and a dog 

at our on-campus show, and a few more at our Leamington Spa performance. Six 

sketches from this show were eventually taken to Edinburgh. 

During Term Three preparation 

stepped up a notch as we started to 

craft over two hours of material into a 

final show, while at the same time 

finalising the logistics of the project. Our 

first task in creating the show was 

narrowing down a huge list of sketches 

from our four previous shows (March 

2013, June 2013, December 2013 and 

March 2014). The most efficient way of 

doing this to start with was by asking 

everyone to vote for a handful of the 

sketches which they personally 

preferred and felt were well received by 

audiences. To a large extent voting 

allowed us to bypass some debate about which sketches should and should not be 

included, which in the past has been hugely time-consuming, owing to the often-

observed subjective nature of comedy. This process refined a list of over 80 

sketches down to about 25, and with this (still relatively lengthy) shortlist we started 

rehearsals. 

Our first preview took place in June at Reckless Comedy in Leamington Spa. 

This show was open to everyone, not just students, and we shared a bill with 

comedian Joe Lycett. The audience response to this preview was far more subdued 

than we had initially anticipated; we thought that selecting the hardest hitting 

sketches from two years of performances would be a sure-fire way of guaranteeing a 

solid hour of big laughs, but it was clear that there was still a considerable amount of 

work to be done. One of the most obvious problems with this preview was the length 

of certain individual sketches, some of which lasted upwards of 5 minutes, which 

isn’t justifiable for a single sketch unless its premise is particularly effective or 

original. This problem was however relatively easy to rectify, as it was simply a 

process of watching a recording of the show back, listening for the lulls in audience 

responses during particular sketches and cutting out the dialogue that was neither 

raising a laugh nor integral to the narrative flow of the sketch. Through this editing 

process we were able to cut out ten minutes of excess material without removing any 

of the big laughs.  

Rehearsal for “Edinburgh Preview Preview” 
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After this first preview we also received detailed feedback from Dean Love, a 

promoter who runs Reckless Comedy and a former reviewer for the comedy website 

Chortle. Dean’s written analysis of the show was dense with justified criticisms and 

offered solid suggestions for improvements, which had a big impact on the shape of 

the show. One of Dean’s most salient suggestions was to split up lengthy sketches 

into smaller ones, giving the effect of there being a narrative running throughout the 

show. We took his advice with a particular sketch about Peter Jackson which 

provided one narrative thread which developed throughout the performance and 

gifted us an idea for a way to end the show convincingly.  

 Our second and final preview was performed in June at the Warwick Student 

Arts Festival. The issue with performing at WSAF was that many elements of our 

show were out of our control, as opposed to when we put on our own shows or 

coordinated with a promoter we knew and trusted such as Dean Love. On the night 

of our performance we arrived at our venue to find the bar staff and management 

ignorant of the fact that a performance was even supposed to be taking place, and 

when we were finally able to get into the venue we were left with no technical 

equipment or support, and no member of the WSAF team was present to assist us 

with these difficulties. Our show started half an hour later than originally planned and 

went ahead without a PA system or off-stage microphone, meaning we had to 

improvise with battery operated speakers and hastily re-choreographed sketches to 

Performance of a preview at Reckless Comedy 
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work around the lack of microphone. Despite a multitude of obstacles in our way, 

when the show got going it really worked, and was a marked improvement from the 

previous preview. By trimming longer sketches down to their bare essentials and 

cutting one or two sketches that didn’t work we seemed to have removed the 

sections that dragged on and created a show with regular big laughs. By performing 

a successful show while also working against the poor organisation of WSAF we 

gained a little bit of experience at making a show work despite adverse 

circumstances, and maintaining control when elements of our show were left to other 

people. As it happens our experience with the PBH Free Fringe and our assigned 

venue was generally positive and we found the other people involved with our show 

to be well-organised and helpful, but it was good to know that had it been otherwise, 

our WSAF performance had left us prepared for anything. 

Alex Johnston had this to say about the experience of previewing the show: 

“As part of a set of previews for our Edinburgh performances, our WSAF show 

allowed us to piece together our fragmented series of sketches into a coherent show.  

Listening out for lulls in the audience response, we could work out which areas 

needed work or re-framing. After our earlier Preview show we had made a large 

number of changes, in part inspired by the notes of a former Chortle reviewer Dean 

Love, and the show allowed us to explore the impact of these changes on a new au-

dience. Fortunately we discovered that most of these changes had been beneficial 

and we were able to further work upon the execution of these changes prior to our 

Edinburgh show. Additionally the show provided a confidence boost, as well as ce-

menting the areas of the show that we knew would be well received, which allowed 

us to go up to Edinburgh confident about our show’s general strength. It also provid-

ed another avenue of rehearsal for Edinburgh to fully weigh audience reactions and 

to discover how our show worked under pressure.” – Alex Johnston (Publicity Of-

ficer). 

And so after two previews we broke up for summer with a show that we knew 

had the ability to work well, and with the knowledge that even in borderline disas-

trous performing conditions we could still deliver a successful and reliably funny hour 

of comedy. 

Methodology: During the Edinburgh Fringe Festival 

On August 15th everyone made their way to Edinburgh using various travel 

methods. Our accommodation was split between one night in Edinburgh’s Cowgate 

Hostel and nine nights in a rented flat in Stockbridge. The flat especially was 

excellent value for money and was just a short bus journey or a half-hour walk to the 

centre of Edinburgh, and provided a comfortable hub for our evenings with space for 

last-minute rehearsals. 
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 The main thrust of our publicity strategy was flyering. With a team of eleven 

people able to go out flyering we were able to distribute ten thousand flyers over a 

seven-day period, and we could have got through more had we had the 

foresight/experience to order another five thousand of them. This is one way in which 

we did benefit from having so many performers, and it meant we could hand out as 

many flyers as possible and play a numbers game with regards to show promotion. 

Our flyer design and show title did seem to connect with passers-by on the street. It 

was either the image of an upturned banana skin or the immature pun of “Sketchual 

Tension” that did amuse some people, and we often noticed people taking a flyer, 

glancing down at it, smiling and then studying the other side for more information, 

rather than mindlessly adding our flyer to the pile of a dozen other flyers for similar 

competing shows. It’s obviously difficult to judge to what extent our show title and 

flyer design brought people in, and to what extent it may have dissuaded other 

potential audience members, but I think in this respect we probably made the correct 

choices. 

 

Flyer design – front 
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When flyering we found it most effective to spread ourselves out along the 

Royal Mile, where there was the most foot traffic, and offer flyers to as many people 

as possible at between one o’clock and four o’clock in the afternoon. In order to get 

people to take a flyer from us we found it helped to try to make them laugh on their 

way past by attempting to improvise amusing flyering pitches. When this worked it 

made people more likely to take a flyer and come to the show as we had already 

demonstrated the ability to make them laugh on the street, and it also made long 

periods of flyering more varied and enjoyable for us. Another effective flyering 

method was to try to engage passers-by in conversation and tell them in person who 

we were and what we were doing. This created a more personal relationship with 

potential audience members and hopefully created a good impression, meaning we 

stood out in their minds when they were making decisions about which shows to see. 

Generally we were happy about the number of people who came to see our 

performances. Audience members varied from a lowest of about ten to a highest of 

roughly thirty-five; as a general rule twenty to thirty people saw the show most 

nights, which is well above the average for a free Fringe show. 

Daniel Nye and Chris Holmes have elaborated on their experience of flyering 

below: 

“While some in our group found flyering to be an arduous task, from the sec-

ond day onwards I actually quite enjoyed it – the interaction with people, from mak-

Flyer design - back 



10 
 

ing bad jokes to make them take a flyer, to interacting with the other people flyering 

for other shows was also quite fun; amongst most of us there was a sense of cama-

raderie. It also allowed me to hear a things which put our own experience in context 

– for example, a grammie nominated musician only had one person flyering for him, 

and was getting dreadful audiences, suggesting what we'd already deduced by that 

point – it's vital to have a large flyering presence to attract an audience.” – Daniel 

Nye. 

 “Without doubt the most daunting experience of putting our show on at the 

fringe was the prospect of flyering. I could spend as long as I wanted learning my 

lines, we had spent months perfecting the scripts, there was no doubt in my mind the 

show was funny, but approaching strangers and facing rejection on a minute by mi-

nute basis was something I was not comfortable with. What added to the dread was 

that if we didn’t do a good job then no one would come and see us. To sum up, the 

idea of irritated locals brushing off my weak attempts to get them to come and see 

our show was horrifying. It took approximately one and half days for flyering to be-

come my favourite part of the day. On the first day my nervous manner and awkward 

nature showed through and I struggled. The declining of my flyers by a passer-by felt 

like a personal rejection of something into which we had put so much work. It was 

only when I looked around me to see so many other people on the royal mile doing 

exactly the same thing did I begin to relax. By the third day everyone had developed 

their own style of flyering; mine was to try to make people laugh. I decided I would go 

and see a comedy show if the person who gave me a flyer made me laugh, so that is 

what I should do. Sketchual Tension, the name of our show, often drew a giggle an-

yway so by telling jokes it was easy to come across as funny. What I learnt most 

from the flyering experience was dealing with rejection, instead of feeling like I had 

been rejected it felt like a challenge to make the next person take a flyer. This is a 

skill I did not have before Edinburgh and being able to remain positive in the face of 

a challenge will really help me in later life.” – Chris Holmes (Social Secretary) 

 We decided to perform as part of the PBH Free Fringe as opposed to another 

Fringe Festival organisation for a number of reasons. We knew a free fringe venue 

would always be preferable to a paid venue because we wanted to guarantee as 

many audience members as possible, and offering free entry seemed to be a good 

way of doing this. Especially when considering the huge amount of shows being 

performed at the festival it would have been absurd to charge people for entry given 

our relatively amateur status (although we did have a collection bucket at the end so 

that the people who thought the show was worth paying for could pay for it). Also we 

were working on a tight budget and free fringe venues cost nothing to hire, which 

was obviously preferable to the huge renting costs of paid venues. We chose the 

PBH Free Fringe as opposed to the Laughing Horse Free Fringe mainly because it is 

a larger organisation and puts on more shows, so there was more likely to be a 

space for us in their programme. Also the Laughing Horse require all performers to 

pay for a space in the official fringe brochure, which is an expense that is not worth 
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paying for one week run. The newly set up Freestival was not really an option for us 

this year as it was in its first year and yet to establish a reputation, so we had nothing 

to judge it by.  

I think the decision to perform on the PBH Free Fringe was the correct one, 

though there certainly are benefits to performing in a paid venue that I hadn’t fully 

anticipated before going to the Fringe. A good comedy show involves participation 

from both audience members and performers; having an audience that have paid 

money to enter a show have an added investment in the show’s quality, meaning 

they are more likely to laugh and play an active part in creating a good atmosphere 

for comedy. Turning up to watch a show for free gives the audience the option to 

leave at any moment, or at the very least they know they can sit through the show 

stony-faced and arms-crossed knowing that they haven’t spent any money and have 

no expectations. Having said this, it’s hard to justify charging a ticket price when this 

year’s Edinburgh Comedy Award winner and nominee John Kearns and Liam 

Williams were letting people into their shows for free. 

 Our assigned venue for our performances was The Citrus Club on Grindlay 

Street and our slot was 5.15pm. The Citrus Club is usually a music venue and 

nightclub; its seated capacity is roughly fifty, and it contained a large raised stage 

area with a backstage room separated by a curtain. As we had so many performers 

the large stage area was a godsend and it meant we could negotiate the stage with 

ease, even while there were a lot of us on-stage. As for the room itself, it was 

possibly a little too big, with slightly too high ceilings, which held it back from being a 

great comedy room. With the seats half full it was hard to create a good atmosphere 

in such a spacious room, but a smaller room might have meant sacrificing an off-

stage area and full technical facilities, so generally it was a good room. The main 

drawback with the venue was the location, situated at about a fifteen minute walk 

from the Royal Mile. This meant that for an audience member, making the decision 

to see our show was quite a big commitment, and there was very little foot traffic 

walking past our venue that may have decided to pop in on the spur of the moment. 

Having said this, I’m unsure to what extent the location seriously affected audience 

numbers. On one evening it was tipping it down with rain and we seriously doubted 

whether anyone would bother walking for fifteen minutes through the weather to see 

our amateur free show, but we were amazed to find over thirty soaking wet audience 

members had made the effort to see us, and this turned out to be one of our best 

performances. I think that given the huge numbers of performers on the PBH Free 

Fringe and all of the different available venues and time slots we can be satisfied 

with our allotted slot. 

Audience reception to the show was generally positive, though there were one 

or two poorly received performances and one or two brilliant ones at either end of the 

spectrum. We struggled to really find an explanation for the fluctuation of audience 

responses to our shows beyond the fact that all audiences are different and people 
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have subjective opinions on comedy, and at times it felt like the life or death of a 

show rested on whether or not the twenty-five or so people in the room shared our 

sense of humour. Certainly, as the week went on we became better performers, 

more confident in our acting abilities and more open to improvisation on stage which 

had a positive impact on our show quality and was thus reflected somewhat in 

audience reactions, but nonetheless I think the most positive and negative audience 

responses were largely out of our control. 

On the whole we were fairly satisfied with how our show was received by 

audiences. Although our show was free to attend we did have a collection bucket at 

the end for donations and we were pleasantly surprised by some people’s 

generosity; on one night we took over £100 in donations, and throughout the week 

we made a total of £220 from the bucket collections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

When we weren’t performing we also spent a large portion of time watching 

sketch and stand-up comedy shows which did stimulate discussion and had an 

impact on us as writers and performers of comedy. I’ve included my subjective 

responses to specific shows I saw in the “Personal Reflections” section of this report. 

 

 

Performance of Sketchual Tension at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival 
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Limitations 

 The most significant limitation was the inflated number of performers involved 

in the project: eleven in total. I did have my reservations from the start about 

including so many performers in a project that required so much organisation in the 

first place. I did not foresee that so many members of the society would be willing to 

make such a big commitment of time and money, especially when rehearsals 

coincided with revision and important exams in third term, but there was a big display 

of enthusiasm from almost all of the society’s regular performing members. I made 

the decision to include all eleven people who put themselves forward for the project, 

rather than narrowing them down to a more manageable number, because since the 

formation of the sketch group a run at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival had always 

been presented as something that would be available to anyone willing to put in the 

effort. Setting up auditions and choosing performers based on merit and thereby 

rejecting dedicated members of the society would have felt unfair after two years of 

working together in an all-inclusive atmosphere. 

 While the inclusion of all eleven performers that applied for the project did 

help to maintain harmonious interpersonal conditions within the society, it did shape 

the construction of the show and possibly had a negative impact upon the show’s 

quality. The large size of the writing team meant that it was difficult to write a show 

with a singular cohesive focus. We wrote by individually coming up with sketches, 

then sharing these with the group, receiving feedback, rewriting our own sketches 

and then sticking together the ones we all agreed were the best. With so many 

people it would have been too chaotic to sit down together and write with a defining 

theme or motif in mind, as our large numbers necessitated individualised writing 

time. Our writing process shaped the structure of the show, and in effect it seems 

that the only collective focus we could share was the desire to create a show that 

was as funny as possible, rather than one that was unified by a narrative. In some 

respects this was successful for us; by having so many writers we had a large pool 

of sketches to choose from and refine down to the funniest possible hour of comedy. 

On the other hand however the show may have benefitted from a little more 

cohesion between sections, and a little narrative conflict running throughout the 

show could have increased an audience’s investment in our performances.  

Having eleven performers also created organisational difficulties as such a 

large number of people were a struggle to coordinate at times. Navigating a relatively 

unknown city is complicated by the presence of an entourage, and getting in to 

shows in venues with a small capacity was a struggle and required significant 

planning, particularly for more popular performances. 

Another factor that possibly limited the success of the project was the fact that 

both of our previews, and all our other shows leading up to Edinburgh, had been 

performed solely to a student audience, and we hadn’t had much of a chance to test 

our material on people other than Warwick students. This wasn’t disastrous, as we 
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were students and it makes sense that our target audience was also students, but at 

Edinburgh the people who came to see our shows were from variegated 

backgrounds and age ranges. While we were surprised to find that many older 

people did enjoy the show, and were often the most generous with their donations 

afterwards, we did notice that some of the sketches that worked well in front of 

Warwick students were not as strong in front of a less specific demographic. In 

particular I think it was the sketches that were ruder or slightly obscene and the 

sketches that played around with a certain kind of post-teenage student 

awkwardness that were less successful in Edinburgh than at Warwick. As a side-

note it is also worth mentioning that the timing of our Edinburgh show (5.15pm) was 

a few hours earlier in the day than when we did our previews, and this too probably 

had an effect on the success and failure of certain sketches, particularly in regard to 

the more explicit sketches that were perhaps better-enjoyed under the influence of 

alcohol. 

Another small obstacle was perhaps a lack of flyers. We ordered ten thousand 

flyers for the week, which when divided up among everyone came to about one 

hundred and thirty flyers per person per day, which took less than a couple of hours 

to hand out. If we had another five thousand flyers we could have maximised our 

audience numbers without seriously tiring ourselves out with excessive flyering. 

Considering none of us had really had any experience with flyering in the past it is 

difficult to see how this obstacle could have been avoided, but it’s something to bear 

in mind for the future. 

 A final factor that could be seen to limit the success of the project was the 

length of our run at the festival. It was difficult to build up much momentum or to 

create any kind of interest in our show over the course of just seven performances. 

Reviewers rarely visit shows that our running for just one week, and especially not 

during the third week of the fringe, and a longer run would have perhaps resulted in 

one or two reviews, which could have been helpful publicity both this year and in the 

future. Over the course of our run we did get one or two people coming to the show 

who said they were recommended by a friend, and a longer run could have resulted 

in more audience members through word of mouth. A longer run is of course more 

expensive and a bigger commitment so for our first year at the Fringe a week-long 

run was probably the most realistic option. 

Analysis 

 I have included analysis throughout the body of this report, and there is a 

strong analytic element to the Methodology, Limitations and Recommendations 

sections of this piece, so in order to avoid repeating myself this section will be kept 

brief. 

 This project has allowed all members of the sketch group to build upon their 

abilities as writers and performers of comedy. The regular performances involved in 
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the run-up to and during the festival have been instrumental in raising the ability and 

confidence of the society’s performing members. It is only really at an arts festival 

that a group of student performers with little reputation and no press coverage can 

have the platform to perform every evening for an extended period of time, and 

racking up seven hours of stage time over a seven day period consolidated the 

benefits of performing in a way that isn’t otherwise possible. Performing the same 

show nine times (including previews) put additional pressure on the writing as every 

single line had to be repeated time and time again, and any weak bits of dialogue 

had to be re-written (whether that was on paper or in rehearsals) in order to 

strengthen the performances. 

 The project has increased the scope of the society, and any future trips to the 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival that the society decides to embark upon will benefit from 

the experience gained this year and the recommendations within this report.  

 Mark Dooner has elaborated on the wider benefits of the project: 

“Every one of the eleven students, most of whom had never performed or writ-

ten any comedy before, through the process of writing, rehearsing, performing, re-

writing and perfecting a show that could hold its own against professional comedians 

and far more established University sketch groups, developed themselves both pro-

fessionally and personally in many ways. 

“For some of the students the experience was the first step on a career in the 

media and comedy in particular – from stand up comedian to television comedy pro-

duction. The Edinburgh fringe is the largest festival of its type in the world and the 

students with aspirations of a career in comedy, and the wider arts industry, learned 

a significant amount by talking to people in the industry and going through the pro-

cess of putting on a successful show. 

“Other students who were involved in the show have no aspirations in a ca-

reer in comedy. However, in putting on a successful show there are many skills that 

are developed that can be applied to other areas of life. Writing, oratory and critical 

analysis skills are all important in producing quality material for the show. The show 

must then be publicised to an audience of people with a huge choice of other shows 

to see – developing both media and interpersonal skills. Finally, the confidence 

gained form performing a show like this is immense and can be applied in all areas 

of life. 

“Considering the university as a whole, the positive publicity and reputation a 

successful show (and comedy society in general) can generate in avenues not usu-

ally targeted by the university can be immensely beneficial. The potential for produc-

ing well known alumni and attracting new, creative minds to the university is certainly 

a bonus.” – Mark Dooner (ex-Publicity Officer) 
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Personal Reflection 

As a passionate writer and performer of comedy, and as a person who 

aspires to eventually create comedy professionally, the experience of putting on a 

show at Edinburgh was hugely beneficial for me for a number of reasons. Writing 

towards a deadline with a team of other writers developed a directly transferable skill 

when it comes to writing for a living. In doing so I’ve had ideas about the most 

effective ways of writing within a team, which I’m sure will be applicable in the future. 

Furthermore the act of practicing writing and performing on a regular basis during the 

run-up to the festival and during the festival has made me a more adept writer and 

performer. Additionally the project provided an introduction into the logistics of the 

festival and I feel confident that I have the knowledge to organise a more successful 

festival show in the future. 

 It wasn’t just my active participation in the festival that developed me as a 

writer and performer, when I wasn’t performing or flyering I spent a lot of time 

watching comedy shows, many of which were influential for me and gave me ideas 

to take away and apply to my own work. We saw performances from a number of 

university sketch groups including the Bristol Revue, the Durham Revue and UCL’s 

Gower Rangers, which contained some interesting parallels and points of difference 

with our own show. We also saw the sketch groups Sheeps, Casual Violence and 

Birthday Girls, which were all examples of successful and well put together sketch 

shows, and stimulated healthy discussions about the relative merits and drawbacks 

of each show. The three shows that had the most significant impact upon me 

personally and gave me concrete ideas about how to develop my own comedy were 

stand-up shows from Liam Williams, John-Luke Roberts and Richard Gadd, so I 

have explained my analysis of and reaction to these shows in more detail below. 

Liam Williams: Capitalism 

Liam Williams’ Edinburgh Comedy Award nominated show masquerades as a 

critique of Capitalism by a young, trendily left-wing man who doesn’t really know 

what he’s talking about, but far more interesting to me was Williams’ portrayal of his 

mental health issues and the implied connection between our current political-

economic model and Williams’ psychological battles. Throughout the show he 

falsifies a mental breakdown, spitting on the floor and hitting himself in the head with 

a microphone (at the end of the run you could see the cuts on his head from 

previous shows) with so much conviction that it’s ambiguous to what extent the 

audience is watching an act and to what extent they are genuinely watching a person 

struggling against a chaotic show hastily going out of control. It was certainly 

uncomfortable to watch at times, and I think the main thing I took away from 

Williams’ show was the fact that discomfort is a form of energy (or ‘tension’ to put it 

in more familiar terms) that can be used to create comedy. Discomfort created 

laughter as the audience tried to reassure Williams that the show was going well, 

which escalated as he continued to spiral the show into chaos. It was a dense and 
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complex show, worthy of deeper analysis, and I was pleased to see that a stand-up 

can be rich with subtext and successfully engage with important themes; in this 

respect Williams was doing the kind of work I aspire to emulate as a stand-up. 

John-Luke Roberts: Stnad-up [sic] 

I think the motif that held Roberts’ show together was that of an Alternative 

Comedian struggling after the break-up of his long-term relationship, but being 

reluctant about doing a show about his break-up as this is well-worn, possibly cliché 

territory at the festival. Throughout the show Roberts subjected himself to a series of 

absurd and degrading trials as a form of cathartic release from his predictable 

heartbreak, at one stage eating five whole lemons to the sound of five different cover 

versions of Nine Inch Nails’ ‘Hurt’. What struck me about Roberts’ show was the 

effectiveness of physical comedy within a stand-up performance: watching Roberts 

subject himself to various humiliating acts made me laugh harder than anything else 

I’d seen at the festival, and created a sense of excitement in the room that I’ve not 

seen matched by purely monologue-driven stand-up shows. I’ve been told that 

Roberts had recently taken up an interest in clowning and this influenced the 

physicality of the show; I am certainly interested in researching clowning and thinking 

about how clowning techniques could be filtered into my own stand-up act. There 

was also something interesting to me about the use of not self-deprecation but self-

degradation as a comic tool. There was something intrinsically hilarious about 

watching a person punish himself to such a ridiculous extent. I’m not sure exactly 

why this is, perhaps by lowering his status he connects with a more primal form of 

laughter as the audience obliviously experiences feeling of superiority, harking back 

to a time when laughter was used to express victory.  

Richard Gadd: Breaking Gadd 

The premise for Richard Gadd’s show was that of a man who suffered 

amnesia after an unknown traumatic event, trying to piece his life back together. His 

show incorporated pre-prepared video footage relayed on a projector and an 

audience plant who turned out to be an actor with an integral role in the show. In 

many ways Gadd’s show reinforced for me some of the ideas presented in Roberts’ 

performance: he made excellent use of physical comedy and was self-deprecating to 

a degrading extent, at one stage dancing around wearing a soiled mattress while his 

co-actor spat beer in his face. Gadd also demonstrated the potential benefits of a 

multi-media performance, as video footage was able to transcend the limitations of 

stand-up and explore ideas with a full use of various locations, props and actors. 

What ultimately links these three shows (apart from an emphasis on formal 

innovation and comic originality) is the fact that all of the stand-up material is 

structured around a unifying theme or narrative. I think this type of stand-up comedy 

is specific to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, and certainly differs from American and 

British television and mainstream club stand-up comedy which values comic material 
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that can be easily split up into bite-size chunks for television edits and drunken 

audiences with shorter attention spans. This project gave me the opportunity to 

engage with and be influenced by a type of stand-up comedy that is more difficult to 

find outside of the festival. The festival is so openly accepting of experimental, 

ambitious and challenging comedy and the entire ideology surrounding comedy in 

Edinburgh during August is so different from everywhere else during the rest of the 

year. People often talk about the distinction between club comedians and Edinburgh 

comedians, and if I had to aspire exclusively towards one of these definitions then I 

would place my flag firmly in the latter’s camp. 

On one afternoon I was also fortunate enough to have an extended 

conversation with writer and comedian Tom Neenan, who was willing to talk about 

his experiences and provide a lot of useful advice. Tom was recently granted the 

BBC Radio Comedy Writing Bursary after writing for open-access Radio 4 extra 

sketch shows such as “Newsjack” and “The Show What You Wrote”, and he 

stressed the value of these shows as a valid gateway into paid comedy writing work. 

He also suggested that for a stand-up comedian it is a good idea to try setting up 

your own comedy night, as a successful comedy night could attract positive attention 

from the industry. I am currently thinking about running my own comedy night, and 

am still thinking about what the format, venue and publicity strategies. 

 Since performing at the festival I’ve moved to London with aim of developing 

as a stand-up comedian and as a comedy writer. I hope to pursue stand-up in 

tandem with attempting to write comedy for television and radio, performing at least 

four nights a week and using open-access radio comedy sketch shows as an 

introduction into the mechanisms of professional comedy writing. This month I 

accepted a place on the National Film and Television School’s “Writing and 

Producing Comedy” diploma course (this project was an integral feature of my 

application to the school and was instrumental in demonstrating my drive and 

commitment to comedy writing) which I hope will equip me with the skills and 

industry knowledge necessary for a career in comedy writing. I am also co-writing 

and performing in a comedy web series, the first episode of which will be released 

shortly. I plan to revisit the Edinburgh Fringe Festival as a stand-up comedian in 

2016, and I hope to eventually have the ability to perform my own solo hour at the 

festival. 

 Included below are some personal reflections from some of the other 

performers: 

“One week in Edinburgh gave myself and the group more experience than two 

years of putting on gigs on campus ever could have done. The good reaction from 

our audiences has spurred us on to work twice as hard this year with the aim of 

doing a longer run at the Fringe in 2015. Doing a longer run would mean we have a 

longer duration of time in which to entertain audiences and spread the word of our 

unique brand of comedy.” – Florrie Sheehan (President) 
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“Having lived in Edinburgh most of my life and witnessed the beauty of the 

Fringe as a spectator and audience member, then to be given the opportunity to be 

involved in the other side was an experience I couldn’t refuse and I will cherish for 

the rest of my life. As a recent Theatre and Performance graduate part of me felt as 

if it were a rite of passage that I needed to experience to feel qualified in my field, 

however, by the end it did even more. It’s not just the experience it’s the friendships 

and skills you gain outside of the performance space. The experience also allowed 

us to see other Universities and organisations performances which would not have 

been possible without being there at the time. These shows were so useful to see as 

someone who doesn’t know too much about stand-up or sketch shows and really 

opened my eyes to this new world of comedy.” – Rosie McCann 

“Probably the two most enjoyable parts of doing an Edinburgh show are the 

beginning and the end. The beginning is the development of the show - always one 

of the best bits of doing comedy - starting with lots of fresh, exciting ideas then nur-

turing and converting them into fully-fledged sketches: definitely one of my favourite 

feelings. Once this stage is over then comes the slog - still fun, but also difficult as 

sketches that once had you rolling in the aisles begin to raise only a forced smile 

amongst the group watching it for the 20th time as it is polished ready for use. Then 

the final preparations are made - the running order composed: trying to pace the 

show such that each sketch gets the best possible response. Props made. Cos-

tumes found. Then comes the other best bit: the performance. The point when you 

can start really enjoying the sketches again as you hear the laughs of people watch-

ing them for the first time – making you remember why all these skits had been in-

cluded in the first place. Sure not every sketch went down well, and coming off to 

baffled silence was always a painful experience after a skit, but when a show went 

well (which for the most part they all did) it was an amazing feeling to have created, 

from scratch, an evening’s entertainment for people who were mostly strangers, and 

to have had them truly enjoy it. I feel that we also learnt so much that can be used 

for Edinburgh 2015 – the importance of smooth changeovers, lighting, and sound 

effects; where to flyer, how to (not) do street performances – the list goes on. I really 

hope to go back this coming year and to put on one last show to remember before I 

leave.” – Leigh Dawson 

 “Before coming to University, I would never have considered performing in 

front of an audience. In fact the thought of speaking in front of even a small group 

made me anxious. It was this fear that stopped me from taking my passion for com-

edy from merely watching it, to creating and performing material myself.  At the start 

of the year I forced myself to at least meet some other people who were interested in 

comedy, even if I was still uncertain about performing. However, very shortly after 

meeting the other members of Warwick Comedy Society, I began to realise that 

there was far less to fear than I had first anticipated. I took part in our term 1 sketch 

show and for the first time became aware of the addictive rush that performing in 

front of an audience can give you. I found an inner confidence that I had never felt 
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before and decided that I would carry on performing. As the year progressed we be-

came more focused on preparing a show for the Edinburgh fringe, and as a result I 

had to take a more serious attitude towards comedy. I found this extremely engaging 

and it gave me a distraction from my usual maths degree. Edinburgh itself was one 

of the most positive experiences I have ever had. To imagine how much I had 

changed in less than a year was amazing. I began to relax on stage for the first time, 

and to see members of the public enjoying a show which was created entirely by us 

was enormously gratifying. The experience taught me the importance of trying out 

things that would ordinarily make me nervous, and I would definitely be interested in 

repeating the trip next year.” – Matthew Brackstone 

 “Having the chance to be part of the Edinburgh free fringe was the highlight of 

my summer break. I cannot express how much I have learned from the comedy 

world from spending ten days amongst my peers in one of the epicentres of comedy 

and culture. As one of the newer members of the society I was able to form strong 

friendships with my fellow cast members the Revue, and with this ameliorate my 

confidence performing. Crafting and polishing an hour long show for a different audi-

ence each night has kept me on my toes and I have learnt so much about myself 

along with crucial elements to comedy timing and improvising in order to achieve a 

good audience belly laugh. With effective scheduling and organisation we were able 

to find the right balance between promoting our show and exploring the fringe 

through watching innovative and adventurous productions of both alternative and 

mainstream comedy. Without the funding from Lord Rootes we would not have com-

fortably been able to explore the fringe fully to witness these, or live in accommoda-

tion that allowed for us to have the wonderful experiences the fringe had to offer. 

This experience has fuelled my desire to write sketches and more scripts to film with 

the comedy society, and I really feel like we have evolved our ambitions and expec-

tations for the potential of the society, having been able to witness the calibre of oth-

er universities sketch groups.” – Kat Davidson (Performance Officer) 

“One of the key things that we learned was that the show’s success varied 

significantly depending on the nature of the audience that we managed to drag to the 

venue. Not many things in this life are awkward than standing on stage pretending to 

be an oversized piece of fruit when all you can generate from the audience is a few 

half-hearted titters. However, despite one or two iffy performances, our show 

generally raked in the laughs.” – Joanne Sarginson (Secretary). Joanne has written 

an extensive summary of her experience at the festival, which can be read here: 

http://www.warwickcomedysoc.co.uk/2014/09/edinburgh-2014/ 

 

 

 

http://www.warwickcomedysoc.co.uk/2014/09/edinburgh-2014/
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Summary 

 During this project we created a successful comedy sketch show at the 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival. The act of writing a show and performing it in front of real 

audiences has developed our abilities as writers and performers of comedy, and 

provided many transferable skills which have aided our development as people. 

Furthermore we have been successful in getting a handle on the mechanisms of the 

festival and have a wealth of knowledge to draw upon for further performances at the 

festival. In terms of achieving our third objective, to widen the reputation of the 

society, this to a certain extent will be determined in the future, and depends on the 

ability of the society to build upon the momentum we built up this year. I understand 

a return to the festival is already being planned this year, so it seems the society is 

continuing to grow and develop after a successful year. 

Recommendations 

 For a group taking on a similar project in the future there are a few simple 

ways to improve upon the strategies undertaken this year. As can be gleaned from 

the bulk of this report, it would be a good idea to limit the number of performers to a 

more manageable number; six people should probably be the maximum number of 

performers in an hour-long sketch show. This way each performer will have a closer 

relationship with the material and with the audience, and the previously mentioned 

organisational difficulties will to a certain extent be assuaged.  

 A larger number of people could still be included in a similar project through 

the introduction of external, non-performing roles. A lights and sound technician 

would be a very useful person to have on the production team. We realised during 

the run that it would have been good to have clips of music playing between 

sketches to keep energy levels up and drown out any awkward silences, but this just 

wasn’t possible when the person in charge of sound was also a performer. In this 

respect an external lights and sound technician could have contributed to the show 

without necessarily performing. 

 Another non-performing role that could be introduced is a specific director that 

is more detached from the performance. This year directing tasks were shared 

among the group through a kind of committee system; if the directorial responsibility 

ultimately lied with a single person this could bypass lengthy debates help to unify 

the show’s focus. Additionally my main role – essentially that of a producer – could 

also be taken by a non-performer. This role incorporates a significant amount of work 

and would validate the inclusion of another non-performing team member. 

 A further recommendation would be to re-organise the way we wrote as a 

team so that a more cohesive framework for a show can be built upon. I think it is 

important for a large writing team to be structured hierarchically, so that one person 

ultimately has responsibility for script editing and the delegation of writing tasks. This 
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person would therefore have the responsibility of fitting the sketches into a unifying 

theme or narrative, and make for a less dislocated show. The leader of the writing 

team could also split the large team into smaller groups so that the benefits of 

communal writing could be more easily drawn upon while bypassing the difficulties of 

writing with too many people. 

 A logistical suggestion would simply be to order a more appropriate number of 

flyers. It is a reasonable target to expect a person to hand out roughly 200 flyers in a 

three-hour flyering period on the Royal Mile. In the future ordering flyers can be 

structured around this estimate. On the subject of promotional material, a few 

posters to put up around the designated performance venue could also be valuable. 

 The final recommendation for a sketch group attempting this task in the future 

would be to attempt a longer run at the festival. A two- or three-week run would build 

upon all of the aforementioned benefits of performing at the festival and strengthen 

the abilities of the participating performers. It would also mean the show would be 

more likely to receive a review, which could be excellent publicity and could boost 

audience numbers. 
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Accounting Statement 

Planned use of LRMF 

Travel = £234 

Nine nights in Edinburgh Central Hostel (£30 per night for six people) = £1620 

2000 flyers = £30 

Performance props = £50 

Total = £1934 

 

Actual use of LRMF 

Eleven beds in Cowgate Hostel, Edinburgh, for one night = £297 

Rental of flat in Stockbridge, Edinburgh, for nine nights = £1375 

Subsidisation of travel costs (various methods) = £262 

Total = £1934 

 

Costs covered by Warwick Comedy Society’s budget 

Printing of £10,000 double-sided A6 Flyers = £130 

Performance props (including those used for preparatory performances) = £110 

Total = £240 

 

Individual costs (for myself only) 

Food (estimate) = £50 

Tickets for performances = £41 

Bucket donations to Free Fringe shows (estimate) = £30 

Miscellaneous (estimate) = £80 
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Remainder of travel after LRMF subsidy (two-way coach from London to Edinburgh 

and from Oxford to London) = £32 

Total = £233 


