The text of an article about the Just for Laughs Comedy Festival which was written for The Cable guide:

No Laughing Matter by Jenny Jedeikin

Two weeks before landing a last-minute gig at the Just for Laughs Festival in Montreal, things weren’t going so well for 29-year-old comedian Greg Fitzsimmons. He was let go from his job writing for Politically Incorrect, he was having trouble getting the folks at Letterman to give him a booking, and, although he’d been in the business seven years, he still wasn’t signed with an agency. Midway through the festival, Fitzsimmons took the stage of the Comedy Nest and reeled off the first line of his set: “I have seven minutes to turn around a seven year slump.” He wasn’t kidding. After charming the audience with his carefully crafted material, made more endearing by his boyishly freckled face, Fitzsimmons exited the stage, only to be approached immediately by a woman from William Morris. “Don’t look now,” she told him, “but there’s a line of agents and network people behind me waiting to talk to you.”

If you tune in to Fox’s Just for Laughs festival Saturday night, you’ll see a show hosted by Friends’ David Schwimmer and the familiar clips from a cavalcade of stand-ups turned sitcom stars, some of whom got their break at the festival. What you won’t see is the lion’s share of what goes on behind the scenes: the network reps and Hollywood agents scrambling to cultivate and groom the new, unfettered talent to ensure healthy product for the next crop of sitcoms.

“They want you to be raw and undeveloped,” says Fitzsimmons two days after his killer set. “The networks and agents are looking for someone they haven’t seen before, so they can go back to Hollywood and go, ‘We discovered so and so.’” 

The newly discovered New York native is in the lobby of the Delta Hotel—where the industry camps out until the wee hours of the morning—and he’s busy acquiring a new skill: avoiding fans. “I feel like a pinball bouncing off people,” he says. “Every network has come up to me. I had a manager talk to me for 15 minutes, blow smoke up my a--, tell me how great I was and then say, “I’m looking forward to seeing your act tomorrow.’” At this moment, Fitzsimmons says, he’s trying to separate the hype from the hope. “Guys are coming up to me going, ‘You know you’re going to have your own TV show, you’re hot, everyone wants you, everyone’s talking about you.’ And yet in my mind I’m going, my checkbook says $163 right now, and I’m flying to New York on Monday with a buzz. What does that translate to?”

Fitzsimmons is hoping, of course, that all this will translate into a bonafide development deal with a major network. Because even for the tried-and-true comic, there is nothing at the end of the road-weary nightclub-filled line quite so golden. Even Richard Lewis—in town to do a tribute to John Candy—gets defensive when sitcom deals are mentioned (and he once had a hit with Anything But Love). “I came here to be a comedian again,” he says abruptly, “I didn’t come here to audition.” But after prodding Lewis admits that even he wishes he had his own Seinfeld, “only if it’s according to my own sensibilities.”

Still, the coveted deal, in which a network offers money to the comic in exchange for his or her commitment to a future project, is no guarantee of landing on the air. At Comedy Central’s late night party at the Delta, young comics share war stories of cash gains they’ve made that yielded no star vehicle. “I don’t want another development deal where I’ll sit on my butt a whole year in Los Angeles,” says Helen Keaney, a blond comedienne who may have taken her payoff from her developing act too early. “Certain networks,” says Fitzsimmons, “are famous for snatching people up for low money, and then nothing happens. Instead of getting three people for $150,000 each, they get ten for $50,000 to keep them out of the competition.

But for Fitzsimmons, who’s used to working like a dog by doing three sets a night in Manhattan, coming to Montreal was never about competition for air time. At his stage, he says he’ll feel lucky to get an agent out of the deal. “I came up here with nothing to lose, and I said, ‘if there’s one thing I can control, that’s me on stage for seven minutes.’ I do believe in this business it’s about those moments. There’s seven minutes where your career changes, and how people perceive you changes.”

Indeed in Fitzsimmons world, perceptions have changed. Since leaving Montreal last July, he’s taken five business trips to Los Angeles, met with 11 production companies, signed with an agency, got a booking on Late Show for December 26 and landed a six-figure deal with Fox to develop a sitcom, in which he’ll star and receive writing credit. “If you’re at a certain level and you’re comfortable on stage,” says a more subdued Fitzsimmons later, “everybody is gonna want you.” It’s a nice sentiment but one that may not be easily digested by those veteran stand-ups of yesteryear, such as David Brenner, whose sitcom careers remain painfully elusive. “There is no career called stand-up comedy anymore. It should be called stepping-stone comedy,” says Brenner.  These days they’ll make you a superstar and filthy rich with ten minutes of material. So if you get an offer from a network, you better jump on it, because the little bit of stand up that’s out there, guys like me, we got the hold on it; you’re not going to get it away from us.”

