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I am not Suicidal: 
An Improvisational Actor’s Inability to Gain Copyright Protection Over Specific 

Characters and Performances 
 

Abrahem Wehbi 
 
 I am not suicidal. School was never my forte as I would always struggle with the material 

and, quite frankly, struggled to attend class. I never found comfort in books. I never found solace 

in silent libraries. Instead, I self medicated on not being myself. I am not suicidal. That is why I 

like acting. Acting allows me to be someone else. That is where my solace lay, not is some silly 

outdated piece of literature written using elaborate verbiage and words I struggle to understand, 

but in not having to be me. I guess I should start at the beginning 

 Overrated is not the correct term to describe “family,” but it is the first word that comes to 

my mind.  My family was never supportive of any decision I made, so when I told them I was 

dropping out of my rigorous undergraduate sociology studies to peruse acting they, quite 

naturally, kicked me out of the house. So, quite naturally, I did what any clinically depressed 

starving artist would do and took to prescription medications and alcohol. Specifically, I 

consoled my pain in my beloved 40 milligrams of Citalopram.  

 Actually, I was doing pretty well in the Chicago comedy scene.  I never fancied myself as a 

comedic actor, but improvisational comedy and character work seemed to get me paying jobs 

throughout Chicago, so, I stuck with it. I started developing a wide array of characters that 

brought the various crowds of strangers to tears and laughter, leaving their stomachs in stitches.  

This made me feel good. This made me feel alive. More importantly, this allowed me to not be 

myself. The more I displayed the characters, the further away my depression seemed.   

The laughs I got were meaningless; they did nothing for me. But with each laugh, came 

forward progression in the comedy circuit. At times, working your way up was less about 
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quality, and more about quantity. These idiots loved a familiar face, and the idiot casting 

directors loved nothing more than “experience.” Most of the time, half the audience was drunk, 

and the other half of the audience was on an ever-so-awkward first date, laughing just to divert 

his ever so awkward hand being placed ever so awkwardly on her lap; she won’t sleep with him, 

they never do. Maybe I’m just naive since I haven't had a serious relationship. Yet, the crowd is 

always made up of the same type of people: drunks and romantics.  

But these meaningless laughs earned me a spot on a sketch comedy show that portrayed 

my characters on stage every week with the other five actors’ characters, in real life situations. 

Sometimes these situations were awkward and unrealistic, but other times they were real. The 

balance was nice because it grounded me by taking me away from what I knew and placed me in 

new situations. Well, placed my characters in those situations, of course. The show played every 

Saturday night at 7:00 p.m., which was nice because anyone willing to dish out 80 bucks for a 

ticket and sit there for an hour usually was not drunk, usually had known his date for a while, 

and usually would laugh when they are supposed to. The members of the audience were like 

obedient dogs at one of those shows where the dogs dance around for their owners to earn a 

shiny blue ribbon.  

That’s why I earned a spot as a main player; people knew to laugh at my well-crafted, 

well-prepared, well-developed characters. The people sitting in the audience had the pleasure of 

watching me portray my character for approximately 40 minutes of the hour that they paid for. I 

was great. I was more than great; I was phenomenal. The Red-Eye even said so. If the Red-Eye 

says you’re great, you're great. These characters that I portrayed got laughs week in and week 

out. 

I was not getting paid for any of this. The 4th City could not afford to pay such a faceless 



	   3 

actor. They wouldn't pay. They couldn't afford to pay me since they were paying the other cast 

members. Sure, I wasn't as well known as the other players; I’ve never been in a movie, I've 

never had a role on a television show, I’ve never had a production deal with a major network, 

and I sure as hell have not been on a reality show. Craig was on a reality show. The cast hates 

Craig, and everyone hates Criag because of how willing he is to do whatever it takes to get in the 

spotlight. Clearly, I was not as established as the rest of the cast. But still, I should have been 

getting paid. With that said, since I was not getting paid, I was not an employee, so I didn't have 

to sign a thing. These other idiots licensed away their rights in their characters. Idiots. I never 

finished college, but I know that you just don't give away the instrumentalities to success. Well, 

so said the guy who is performing for free. 

I just want to take this time to reiterate just how great I was. The Red-Eye interviewed 

me. They said I was the next Tina Fey. I didn't know how to take that, but I’m guessing it was a 

compliment. As all compliments go, they got to my head. But in a good way, of course. I cut 

back on my medication and was taking the ever so prudent doctor’s recommendation. I didn’t 

need it. I had something better. That was success. I also cut back on drinking. I was down to one 

beer a day. I don’t like wine, but they say that a glass of wine a day is good for your health. 

Same thing works with beer, right? 

Anyway, it was great; it was all just so great. I was getting a ton of time on stage and my 

characters were well received. The show never fully sold out, but no shows aside from big name 

stand-up comedians ever sold out at the 4th City. Stand-up comedians were flown in, wined and 

dined, and shown the hot spots in the city. The tickets were usually much cheaper than the show 

I was in, as well. They went about 40-60 bucks a pop depending on the comedian, and the show 

lasted for just as long. These stand-up shows were nothing like the sketch comedy shows I was 
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in, yet my fellow cast and myself were being based on stand-up’s relentless success. Apples and 

oranges; apples and damn oranges. Audience members had their favorite stand-up comedians 

and would make an event to go see them when they were in town. They would often times buy 

their tickets months in advance. The tickets for my show would only go on sale the week of the 

upcoming show. Apples and oranges. Comparing a sketch comedy show and a stand-up show is 

theatric blasphemy. The sales of for a stand-up comedy show are expected, whereas the sales for 

a sketch comedy show are sporadic. People would brave the cold Chicago weather to see a stand-

up comedian they love who braves the cold once a year, but would not dare to do the same for a 

sketch comedy show that runs every week. 

But, that’s the problem when you have a producer who is inexperienced in the world of 

sketch comedy. Don’t get me wrong; this producer was great. She had made a name for herself 

as a Broadway super producer. She could pack a venue, and she could market the hell out of a 

show. A large part of the show’s success was due to her skills. But a larger part of the show’s 

success was due to the actor’s, me in particular, ability to keep the crowd laughing and in their 

seats. My whole view on things is simple. The producer’s job is to get people in the seats, and 

the actor’s job was to give people a show when they finally decided to wrap up drinking at the 

shitty bar and sit down. I think the actor played a bigger role.  

In the improvisational community, the strength of a show is spread by word of mouth. A 

friend dished out the dough to see the show, loved it, and then posted it to his Facebook, Twitter, 

or Instagram. Then, one of his faceless followers would think, “huh, that seems like a pretty great 

show. Maybe I should take Carol next week.” The problem is: the producer’s job is essentially 

over after the first crowd comes in. Sure, she has other duties that a monkey could accomplish, 

but after the tickets are sold, it was on us, the actors, to keep people coming back.  
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Let’s think about the reverse for a second. What if that patron posted something negative 

about the show? What if one of his faceless followers saw the post? I doubt he would want to 

take Carol to a bad show and ruin the rest of the already, well probably, failing relationship. He 

would probably think, “Huh, that seems like a pretty awful show. Maybe Carol and I should do 

something else.” There it is. The producer’s job is done, while the actor’s job keeps going. There 

is a dichotomy. The producer is not the director. The direct conducts what occurs on-stage, and 

the producer conduct whatever it is that is needed to get an audience. The producer is just the 

producer. Just do your job. Even though the crowds were as big as could be expected, however, 

they were never big enough. 

I realize that I have yet to introduce this demon-spawn producer that ran our sketch 

comedy show. Her name was, and probably still is, Geraldine Bonsworth. God forbid she ever 

takes someone else’s last name. God even more forbid she ever gets married. This woman was, 

and probably still is, a shark. She is absolutely ruthless. Her attitude is why she is such a 

successful producer. She is willing to do whatever it takes to make a show successful. This 

woman was good at her job, but an all around soulless individual. She stands at about 5 feet 

even. She has short, brown hair. She is as wide as she is tall. She is not, however, a sight for sore 

eyes.  

Importantly, Bonsworth is notorious in the theater community for being a litigious 

producer. She will file suit against anyone for anything. She sued a smaller venue that developed 

a show similar to our sketch comedy show. She lost the suit, but the other venue went bankrupt 

during litigation. That’s not even an urban myth. So sad. The point being, this was not a lady to 

mess with. The point further being, and a point that one might have guessed, is that she involved 

herself in every aspect of our sketch comedy show. She took on the role of the director, even 
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though she was just the producer, and she was the damn punk kid who takes the ticket stubs upon 

entry to the show. She was in everything and she was everywhere. There was not a single 

decision that did not need her signature. Even her signing something needed her signature. She 

very well should have been one of the actor’s on the show.  

Suffice it to say, she went over the director’s head a lot when it came to the creative 

aspects of the show. In particular, Bonsworth went over the director’s head when her 5-foot-

demon-spawn self threatened to recast me. Bonsworth believed that the show’s failing success 

was my fault. The show was still incredibly successful week in and week out, but it did not 

produce the sold-out results she was aspiring for. No sketch comedy show ever does. She was 

delusional to think she could defy gravity. I was a victim of her delusions. I was not the most 

established of the cast members. In fact, I was probably the least experienced of the cast. I was 

nothing compared to them. But that made me that much better, because I was willing to put in 

the additional work needed to perfect a character or a scene. I was not bound by my ego like 

these other idiots. I was never concerned with how a character would affect my public image or a 

potential spot on a television show that I had auditioned for the prior week. 

I was unbound by all of that. I was just a simple actor playing my part in a seemingly 

simple show. Bonsworth never understood that. All she saw were dollar signs and saw that the 

other cast members had more potential to fill seats by use of their name. Now, keep in mind, 

Craig is no Brad Pitt or George Clooney stopping by one week to show his beautiful face on 

stage. Craig is Craig. Aside from a few lines on one semi-popular television show that was just 

canceled, he had nothing. Craig was nothing. Actually, Craig was Bonsworth’s golden child. She 

loved his hustler mentality and the fact that he would take any role that he was offered in the 

acting world. The point is that Bonsworth did not believe that I was worth the Red-Eye, ego-
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charging hype that I may or may not have felt. I was replaceable in her mind. But, that’s not the 

point. 

The big reason, and I’m no psychologist of course, but she did not understand the role of 

an actor and what exactly goes into character creation. You see, when I am in a role, I am that 

role, regardless of whether the character is some old man or newborn baby. We, as actors, react 

to the scene. Being fully engulfed by the role creates a dynamic with the other actors in the 

scene. This dynamic creates friction. This friction creates a rise. This rise leads to a fall. This fall 

leads right back to another ever so epic rise. This final rise creates a conclusion. This conclusion 

leads to the lights dimming. Everyone knows that when the lights dim, you clap. The claps 

signify the end of the show. But Bonsworth did not see this. She is not looking at what is actually 

happening on stage, but looking to the few empty seats solitarily standing in the crowd. She saw 

dollar signs. Every empty seat wiped a dollar sign off of the board that she tallied in her 

deranged mind. Her focus on money was absolutely sick. 

It would have been nice, if for once, she sat on the other side of the stage and actually 

watched the show. Instead of blaming the actors for the inability to sell out a show, she should sit 

in the audience and see the new and old faces that continue to buy tickets. It’s not an 

unreasonable request to ask someone to just watch the show. She then would have seen all of our 

hard work, all of our sacrifices, and all of our smiles that cannot help but being formed when the 

audience starts laughing at something you created. No, she did not do any of this. Her face was 

glued to her iPad checking to see how many tickets were sold and when. She saw only dollar 

signs.  

Even though she was not concerned, I was still happy. I did not have to be myself. I did 

not have to be myself, and that is why I became an actor. When I was on that stage, none of my 
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problems came to mind. Sure, I had rent due. Sure, I had no money. Sure, I needed new shoes, 

but those torn up shoes were perfect when I was on that stage because they did not feel like my 

own. I was not myself. I was the old man, I was the baby, and I was the rich guy taking the 

subway for the first time who was pleasantly pleased with the homeless man who would not 

break eye contact with him while said homeless man pissed into a bottle. I was not myself, and 

that is all that matters. 

She threatened to take that away from me. She threatened to take away this bliss that I 

felt by threatening to recast my character. She said that my characters were outdated and that was 

the reason people were not coming to the show. She told me that I needed to bring new 

characters to the table. If she had stopped to watch a show, she would understand that my 

characters were the kings of the show. They always got laughs. No one ever got bored with my 

characters, and the best part about this whole thing, is that they were mine. The Red-Eye 

interviewed me, man. The Red-Eye didn’t interview Craig. She did not back her claim up with 

any poll or survey statistics. Often times, when a show is new, the audience is asked to fill out a 

simple survey as to what they liked or did not like. With television programs, one can simply 

observe viewership and note any rises or falls. Comedy venues often simulate that via a poll or 

survey. She did not have any of those backing her reasoning. She thought I was the weakest actor 

on stage because of the fact that I didn’t have any big name television deals or appearances. She 

thought I was the weakest because Vince Vaughn, a famous Chicago bred Hollywood actor, 

didn’t know my name when he came to watch the show one night. But I wasn’t weak, or even 

the weakest. I was strong. 

I started self-medicating again. The doctor’s recommended dosage is arbitrary anyway. 

What do they know? It helps. This is the only thing that all that helped knowing that my other 
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form of happiness could be taken away from me. I quickly realized that Bonsworth could have 

my ground pulled from under me at any moment. I had to be the obedient dog.  

So, I hit the stage again as I had done when I developed the characters that I portray on 

the show. I was looking for inspiration in anything. Oh, look, a squirrel; maybe I should play 

some crazy animal, Justin-Beiber-crazed fan? No, that was stupid. I was stuck. So, I drank. So, I 

took pills. I drank. I drank a lot too. That’s not a good mix with the citalopram. Drinking while 

taking the drugs makes you get drunk faster, and makes your drunk less controllable. But, 

whatever, and who cares? It is my life and I had to take control of the situation. So, I got messed 

up every night. The problem with being a show with a small cast is that they all think that they 

are your friends. I don’t call them friends. I don’t have any friends. They apparently thought I 

was in a downward spiral and I was going to crash into that beautiful place known as “rock 

bottom.” They gave me pamphlets for addiction and substance abuse. They tried to talk to me on 

a daily basis and keep me company when I they thought I was going off of the edge. I was fine. 

Just because I did not live the lives that they did, they assumed something was wrong. I was like 

this before I got cast in the show. They did not know me then, and they do not know me now.   

Craig even had the audacity to tell me that my own behavior would lead to me getting cut 

from the show. Craig did not understand that Bonsworth didn’t care about my health or well 

being, she just cared about the show’s revenue. So long as I showed up, didn’t make a fool of 

myself, played my part in the show, and so long as the seats were completely filled, she was 

satisfied.  

But, man, hitting the stage again and trying to create new characters, was not as 

glamorous as the television shows make seem. I found three characters that I thought would add 

some diversity to the show: a college kid with his head on straight, a drunken family member 
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who pushes the edge at family gatherings, and a talking squirrel. I know, how low of me, right? 

This was a low because, even though these characters are all moderately interesting, an actor 

should never have to be forced to create new characters in order to save his job. I did what I did 

when I was perfecting the characters that I use now and hit every dive bar with an open 

microphone night to see how the characters played out in front of real life people. 

The process was long and arduous. It began by playing shows in front of drunk-twenty-

something-year-olds, and I got heckled most of the time. Nothing was making them laugh.  I 

quickly realized that I did not care for making the audience laugh, but cared for fully engulfing 

myself into the character’s world. I cared for not being myself. I needed to think about 

everything. What did my character eat this morning? What was his childhood like? In order for 

the character to be believable, I had to know everything about that character. Every decision we 

make is based on a set of experiences we have. If the character does something out of line with 

how he is being portrayed in front of an audience, then the performance won’t be believable. The 

audience then will not enjoy the show. It is at this point that Bonsworth can fault my work.  

I could not give her any arrow to add to her quiver. I could not let her have anything valid 

to say about my performances or my characters. So, I kept this process going for about four 

months. I felt good with the characters. They started to gain some recognition and some of the 

smaller venues would ask me to return to “play that drunk guy who tells really racist jokes.” I did 

not experiment with these characters at the 4th City; I would never. I had to do this 

experimentation at venues that were out of Bonsworth’s eye. I felt strong enough with the 

characters to return to Bonsworth and tell her that I had something to add. I felt this would go 

over well because the show was missing characters like the new ones I created. Ultimately, this 

would allow the show to branch away from some of the go-to scenes that we have an experiment 
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with different character dynamics in different situations.  

I talked to Bonsworth, and she was surprisingly happy with what I told her. She didn’t 

care too much about the fact that I busted my ass to do this, or that I reeked of alcohol. She was 

enthusiastic and called the director into her office to tell her about her thoughts. Crazy, right? 

The producer is telling the director about the creative aspects of the show. I should have first 

gone to the director to see what he thought, not to the producer, Bonsworth. That was not her 

place. This whole venue is backwards. This whole situation is messed up. 

Before I go into what happened next, and trust me, it’s good; I have to tell you about 

Bonsworth’s office. It was a steel cube. As soon as you walk in, you see her black-metal desk 

that was clearly too big for her. On the desk itself were a few shiny silver metallic knickknacks, 

and directly behind the desk was a large black leather office chair, which was also clearly too big 

for her. To the right of the desk was a black book shelf filled with all of her Ivy-League 

textbooks on marketing strategy and consumer mindsets. These textbooks were the only source 

of non-monochromatic color in the entire office. To the left of the desk was a small metallic 

black conference table with matching black chairs and a black rug underneath. The walls of her 

office were a light gray, and had a series of black and silver abstract paintings on them. It was a 

steel cube and I swear it was slightly colder in there than the rest of the office space.  

Anyway, let’s move back to the conversation among Bonsworth, the director, and myself. 

The director was also pleased with what I had brought to the table. He thought the same thing 

that I did: that the characters would bring some diversity and shake up the dynamics that we 

were all accustomed to. So, we started thinking of different character match-ups, different 

improvisational games, and different ways to bring the diversity of characters together in ways 

that the audience would not expect.  
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I did it. I saved my job. Or so I thought.   

I was not the problem. Despite what Bonsworth believed, I was just not the problem. 

Sketch comedy shows do not sell out unless you bring in a big name comedian and patrons then 

treat the show as they would that specific comedian’s stand-up performance. But, that never 

happened and Bonsworth believed that I was the problem. Let me just repeat that I was not the 

problem. So, one would assume, even with my new characters, that the show did no better or no 

worse. Ticket sales remained the same as they were before. The audience members and patrons 

loved the new characters since it enhanced the dynamic between whatever characters were 

portrayed on stage that carried the scene forward and caused them to laugh. She even advertised 

the new characters thinking it would make a difference. I was scared of Bonsworth, so I, quite 

naturally, kept my mouth shut. I knew it wouldn’t do a thing for ticket sales. A monkey who had 

half a left hand and a semi-functional brain could have come to that conclusion. I’m smarter than 

that hypothetical monkey, of course, but I just want to make clear as to how stupid her thought 

process was. My new characters ran for about three months before Bonsworth got desperate to 

fill those seats.  

Bonsworth was desperate. You could see her desperation in her tightly knit face. Her face 

usually was a scrunched up as if she smelled something gross, but now it was especially 

scrunched up, and I was the gross smell. After every show she would come up to me to tell me 

that I needed to do better, that I needed to be better, that everything needed to be better. I was the 

weakest link in her mind. She never told Craig to be better or to do better. She only had this 

conversation with me. I think at this point in the story, you can assume that I amped up my drug 

and alcohol use. Most people would call it abuse. The other cast members called it abuse. My 

family members did not care. I did not care. It was working.  
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Due to the added stress and pressure from Bonsworth, I no longer felt solace through my 

work. She ruined the separation between my characters and me. When I was on stage acting my 

characters out, I heard Bonsworth voice in my head as it constantly repeated, “Do better. Be 

better.” This ruined everything and the only things that worked were my beloved drugs and my 

beloved alcohol. That was my solace now. 

So, like I said, the show ran on schedule -- normally week in and week out throughout the 

three months. There were no differences in the ticket sales and some seats were empty. 

Bonsworth never took a step back to realize that our show was the most successful recurring 

show that the 4th City ever had in their rotation. Sure, the seats weren’t filled every night, but at 

the same time, the venue was never completely empty. We received a solid turn out every week 

and got a lot of buzz from the local media outlets. The Red-Eye would do a piece about our show 

every week because of how much their writers loved the show. This meant nothing to Bonsworth 

until the show sold-out every week. 

Bonsworth was out of ideas. She racked her Ivy-league educated brain until it tapped out. 

She had tried everything to get at least one show to sell out. But, desperate times call for 

desperate measures, and she became fixated on the idea that I was the problem. In her delusional, 

Ivy-league educated mind, I was the reason that the show was not selling out. Bonsworth defined 

me as the problem without any evidence. She never stated that my characters were the problem. 

She never stated that my portrayal of the characters were the problem. She never stated that 

alcohol was the problem. She just defined “me” as the problem.  

So, she cut my stage time. She cut a majority of my acts. At first, I was on stage for 40 

minutes. I was in nearly every scene and I was funny. People would laugh when I was on stage. 

Granted the audience laughed when anyone else was on stage, even Craig. I was down to a 5 
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minutes a night. 5 whole glorious minutes. I say that sarcastically, of course, because in an hour-

long show, 5 minutes means that you are in one scene. I was in just one measly scene. The new 

lineup and includes a variety of improvisational games that I was not a part of. It also includes 

new sketches, none of which I was involved in. Essentially, I went from a headliner, to a 

background singer.  

My reputation in the sketch comedy community fell. A reporter approached me from the 

Red-Eye after a show one night, and he asked why I wasn’t on stage as much as used to be. I 

tried to avoid the question because it was embarrassing. I knew that if I actually spoke my mind 

that I would be cut from the show. I would have loved to say that Bonsworth was an idiot and 

she believed that the reason the show would not sell out was because I was not as established in 

the entertainment world as the rest of the cast. I would have loved to say that. But, as all 

reporters do, he prodded. He kept coming back to the question or posing his own theories hoping 

that I would agree with one of them. One theory, in particular, was that everyone believed that I 

had booked a television role and that due to a confidentiality agreement; I could not say anything 

about the show. I quickly told him no and tried the change the subject, but at that point, it was 

clear that the interview was over. After that, the interviews stopped. I went from being the guy at 

the 4th City to being a guy at the 4th City and this absolutely crushed me.  

Bonsworth ruined everything and she was too stupid to see it. She ruined my already 

miserable life. She took away the one thing that I loved the most, which was not having to be 

myself. She blurred the line between stage and reality. What are 5 minutes going to do for me? 

All I had were my pills, my alcohol, and my 5 minutes. The show was still doing no better. 

Ticket sales were the same as they were before. They did not get any better, or any worse. That 

monkey could have told you that too.  
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None of the cast members seemed to care either. Less time on stage meant more time for 

them to display their talents. They were talented, don’t get me wrong, but cutting my stage time 

did nothing for the show. I know nothing about producing but I could have told you that it was a 

poor choice. My own downfall in the community was terrible as well. The interviews stopped, 

and I became nothing. Any shot that I might have had to move forward this and get cast on 

Saturday Night Live was gone. I didn’t want to be on Saturday Night Live, but it would have 

been nice to have been given that opportunity as a testament to my own comedic abilities. 

The kicker about this whole situation is that one of my original characters was used for 

the 5 minutes scene I was in. Not one of the new ones that I created just to save my own ass, but 

an old one. This whole thing goes to show you just how stupid Bonsworth was. She was playing 

the director like a puppet. She had her hand up his ass and was controlling everything he did. 

This was not right. The director didn’t seem to care much because it meant that he had less work 

to do and still got to keep his name on the show. Everyone was scared of Bonsworth, and I was 

part of everyone.  

I did, however, muster up some courage to talk to her about why my stage time was cut. I 

went into her steel cage of an office and looked her in right in her scrunched face and demanded 

an answer. I had worked out the entire conversation in my head. I was to storm into her office, 

demand an answer, and then show her why her answer did not make sense. The conversation 

went nothing like that. I got the first part down; I did in fact storm into her office, but only to 

find her on the phone. She looked up from her phone and put her finger in the air indicating that 

she just needed a minute. In fact, she needed more than a minute. She began screaming at the 

person on the other end of the phone. With every screech that came out of her mouth, my 

confidence in what I was about to do sank and sank.  
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She finally hung up the phone, looked up at me, and just said, “what?” I looked at her and 

told her that I wanted to talk to her about why my stage time was cut from 40 minutes to 5 

minutes. She looked at me, crafted a smile, and simply said, “you didn’t do better, like I had 

asked of you.” This was not the answer I was expecting. When I ran through this conversation in 

my head, I assumed she would have responded with some memorized script about ticket sales. 

This changed everything. I was alone on Bonsworth Island without even a sharp rock to defend 

myself against the little shadow creatures of Bonsworth’s own design that were gnawing at my 

ankles.  

She spoke to me as if I was a small child. She talked down to me from behind her desk. 

She rarely made eye contact unless she made a solid point. She told me that she expected more 

from me and that I was not delivering. That the sketch comedy show is her game and I am just a 

piece in it, and sometimes you have to sacrifice a pawn to protect the queen. She was the queen 

and I was the pawn. 

Then came to me one of the dumbest ideas I have ever had in my entire existence. I 

threatened to leave the show. She looked at me, smiled, and said, “bye.” She started shuffling 

through one of her drawers and pulled out a piece of paper. On that piece of paper she wrote, 

“bye.” She did this in case I didn’t hear her. I turned and left her office hoping that she would 

stop me, apologize, and work something out. That never happened. I left through her office door 

and then heard it shut behind me. Within ten minutes of leaving the office I received an email 

stating that I was no longer part of the show because of “creative differences.” She used me as an 

example to keep the other cast members in line. I was the pawn. She was the queen. The email 

had the lineup and what the week’s show would entail, and it was as clear as day that I was not 

part of it. 
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I downed a couple of pills as soon as I saw that email. I then hit the bar. The rest of that 

night was a blur. I was out. I was done. I was no longer part of the most successful show the 4th 

City had ever produced.  I no longer had my out. All I remember was waking up in a hospital 

bed. I had no idea how I had gotten there, what day it was, or even what time it was. I thought 

that was my all time low. I was wrong. 

My fellow cast members were right. I was on a self-destructive downward spiral headed 

straight to rock bottom. At first, I thought rock bottom was a nice place to be. It gave me a 

certain sense of comfort knowing that things couldn’t get any worse. I knew that every pill that 

didn’t kill me got me one step closer to where I wanted to be in my life. I was lost. I was 

defeated. I was the pawn that was sacrificed to protect the queen. Funny thing about the game of 

chess is that you make moves to protect the king. The king was the show, and this queen had her 

had up the king’s ass telling him what to do. The queen was the king and she would not let go 

until she had what she wanted. She would not let go until she had everything that she wanted. 

She wanted success. 

For about two months, my life was a blur; just like that night that led me to a hospital 

bed. I wandered the streets in a drunken haze, popping pills as soon as the effects of the last one 

wore off. My doctor kept writing me prescriptions because I was a good liar. No, I was a good 

actor. I was able to manipulate that sad, sorry excuse for a man because he was so afraid of 

malpractice and losing his license. I looked forward to each visit because it brought me one step 

closer to rock bottom. Without my pills I was nothing. Nothing is pain, and pain is unbearable.  

I tried getting gigs at other comedy venues, but they were all reluctant to hire me because 

they knew of Bonsworth’s reputation. They were scared of her just as I was. These venues knew 

that she drove another comedy venue to bankruptcy through litigation, even though she lost the 



	   18 

suit, and they did not want that to happen. I was a liability. I had a giant red flag hanging over 

my head. It’s fine, since clearly comedy wasn’t my thing. If I were good enough, these venues 

would have taken a shot by hiring me to head one of their shows. It never happened.  

I gave up on comedy, and I gave up on the stage. I was defeated. I wanted nothing to do 

with the world that had ruined my life. I was scared of Bonsworth, and I was scared of getting 

even so slightly better because that meant that I was moving away from rock bottom. I could not 

let that happen, so I hung my hat up and gave up on comedy. I accepted the fact that my life was 

terrible. I accepted the fact that I needed pills and booze to get me out of bed in the morning. I 

could not bear to live a life without those things. 

My fellow cast members would call every now and again, but I would never answer. 

They would try to get a hold of me to see how I was doing, but I never gave them the light of 

day. They were sweet. They cared about me. I just did not care about them. The Red-Eye 

continued to talk about the show’s success. It would continually discuss how it was amazing that 

the show brought in a solid audience every week. How replaceable I was. It was sad, but this was 

my life. I prayed every night that it would only get worse so I could achieve my dream of finally 

hitting rock bottom. 

Rock bottom, however, never came. No matter how many pills I took, no matter how 

much liquor I consumed, my life just remained terrible. My past cast members resorted to 

sending me alcohol and substance addiction treatment pamphlets in the mail in hopes that I 

attended a meeting and get help. They were sweet, but what they didn’t realize that help is not 

what I wanted. I did not want to get to what they defined as “better.” I wanted to help in hitting 

rock bottom.    

This sad reality, and my ever so sad lifestyle did change, however, one morning when I 
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received a call from Improv Organic, which was another comedy venue in the city. Improv 

Organic was not a small venue, but it was by no means the powerhouse that was the 4th City. 

They had the revenue to fight any litigation that Bonsworth might pursue. They knew what they 

wanted and they wanted me. Well, not quite. The phone call was from the producer at Improv 

Organic and he wanted me to come in and audition for a sketch comedy show they were 

developing. The show was similar to the one at 4th City. It involved a similar set up involving 

different improvisational games and scenes involving various characters. Turns out that the 

producer had seen me at one of the old shows and was impressed by my work. He said that my 

characters were perfectly developed and well thought out. He was impressed.  

I attended the audition and, yes, I was rusty, but I played my part. Went back to my old 

characters that I knew so well. It was weird and comforting at the same time, since it felt like I 

was rekindling with old friends in a familiar place. Deep down inside I hoped that I got the spot 

on the show, but given my state of mind, I was worried that if I got the spot, then I would move 

further away from rock bottom. Being on the stage again doing what I once loved brought me 

back to the world that I hated so much. But, it also put doubt in my mind about what I actually 

wanted with my life. I was torn between hitting rock bottom and hitting the stage again. I 

drowned this doubt in a bottle of cheap vodka, and it quickly went away.  

Usually, no news is bad news in the audition world. If you don’t hear back that means 

you didn’t get the spot. Rejection is tough if you actually want what you were rejected for. I 

didn’t know what I wanted. I sat in limbo for about two days before the producer had called me 

back. He informed me that I got the spot and that I was to headline the show. He also informed 

me that his goal was to have the show play within the next two weeks and advertising had begun 

and tickets had begin to sell. This is completely possible because everything is improvised. All 
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the director has to do is put together a loose structure of a show, and the actor’s take it from 

there. 

I actually smiled when I received this news. This was probably the first time I smiled 

since I had gotten cut from the 4th City’s sketch show. So, I cleaned myself up and went down to 

the venue to meet the cast, director, and producer. Everyone was so nice. Everyone was so 

caring. The cast was just as established I was. There were no Craigs, no one had a television 

show, and none of them had any big breaks. But, all of them were incredibly talented. We were 

like a band of misfits coming together to make people laugh at our misery. 

 The weeks leading up to the show involved us getting to know one another’s characters 

and improvisational styles. The producer was unlike Bonsworth in that he played his part. He 

merely produced the show and left the creative aspects to the director and actors. He was a smart 

guy. He was well grounded. He knew that the show would never sell out and knew that a large 

audience is the goal. He would often say, “So what if there are a couple empty seats, my job is to 

make sure there are more filled seats than empty ones.” That is exactly what happened.  

On opening night, the show was packed. I was nervous because the whole experience 

brought back that sour taste in my mouth; the taste of Bonsworth. The whole situation seemed 

too good. So, I kept an out. I kept telling myself that I would give this whole thing a month to 

feel it out. If it ever got too bad, I would leave and do what I was doing this whole time, which 

was popping pills, boozing, and working at the shitty sandwich shop to make ends meet.  

This lasted longer than a month. It lasted a whole year. It was terrific. I forgot how much 

being on stage did for me. I was happy. I was able to make people laugh like I had done before 

and, importantly; the lines between my own life and my character’s life were no longer blurred. I 

was able to escape my problems through my characters. For the entire hour, I was no myself. I 
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was having fun with my cast members. I gradually went back to the normal dosage of pills and 

recreational drinking. I did not need those vices anymore because I had the stage again. 

Everything was perfect and I could not have asked for anything better. 

More importantly, the show was doing great. Not sold-out seats great, but as great as a 

show like mine could have been. We were producing great results and generating a solid income 

every week. The Red-Eye caught wind of the show and began interviewing us for their piece, 

“Sketch Comedy Turf Wars.” As with any war, there is a winner and a loser. The 4th City was 

losing. I have no idea why people preferred our show more than the 4th City’s show, but they did. 

Maybe it was the cheaper tickets; maybe it was the show itself. Who knows? The important point 

is that I was sticking it to Bonsworth. I felt invincible. I got the satisfaction knowing that 

Bonsworth show was actually failing and more and more seats were left empty every week over 

at the 4th City. I kept telling myself that Bonsworth must have been kicking herself in the ass 

knowing that she got rid of me and, as a result, my show was better than hers.  

I was wrong, and I was not invincible. One day, I received a complaint and summons 

from the 4th City’s attorney claiming that I had violated their copyright in portraying the 

characters that I owned at Improv Organic. They claimed that they owned the rights to those 

characters and that by portraying their characters at Improv Organic, I was infringing their 

copyright. I had no idea what that meant, but I was on a high and I was not going to let 

Bonsworth take away my characters, the characters that I developed through endless hours of 

effort and my own dedication and hard work, the characters I perfect, the fruits of my labor. 

These characters were a product of my creative genius and I was not about to lose them. 

I started by learning basic copyright law online. I learned that copyright just happens 

when someone creates an original piece or work and fixes that original piece of work in a 
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tangible medium. Her claims were that the 4th City owned the characters I created, the characters 

I perfected, the characters I developed, because they owned a copyright in the entire performance 

since the sketch show was under their ownership. A copyright arose out of my performance, but 

then it got merged into the overall final product, which was the entirety of the sketch show. You 

see the current state of copyright involving entire performances lands the copyright protection in 

the hands of those who own the film or play. 

 The rule of law is that copyright protection exists in any original work of authorship 

fixed in tangible medium. Here, the original work of authorship is the entire sketch comedy 

show. The culmination of all of the actor’s performances, the backdrops, the lighting, our 

costumes, the stage décor, and the remaining aspects that create our sketch comedy show is 

sufficiently creative enough to constitute an original work of authorship. Fixation in a tangible 

medium occurs when the final product that appears on television or the Internet. Thus, the 

owners of the tangible medium, unless they transfer ownership, own the final product. As a 

result, they can assert their copyright ownership against those who infringe on it. Essentially, this 

leaves us actors with nothing and gives all the power to the studios that own the tangible 

medium. 

I also found attorneys who specialize in copyright law and fight cases all of the time. I 

also found out that these attorneys with a solid reputation were expensive. My shitty income 

from the sandwich shop was not enough to pay them. But, I did find one that said he would take 

the case for cheap. He worked out of a small office downtown, and this office was worse than 

my apartment. It was a tight, cramped space that was barely large enough to fit his desk. I did not 

give it much thought and signed the retainer agreement. I never finished college and this guy was 

far more educated than I would ever be, so I gave him the benefit of the doubt.  
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He turned out to be an idiot, a fucking idiot. I knew just as much as he did after a simple 

Google search, but he was my only hope. So, we worked together. I may not be educated, but I 

am by no means stupid. We decided to advance three theories that we thought would be 

sufficient to fight the lawsuit and keep the characters in my hands: my characters were 

sufficiently creative enough to obtain copyright protection, that my characters could be 

considered a derivative work, and that my characters should be granted character protection 

under a character protection test.  

My attorney is an idiot. I found an article discussing a 9th Circuit case holding that an 

actor has a copyright in their specific performance. It was a certain win on my end with this case. 

I followed this case, and called attention to the details and the arguments. I had to sit there and 

listen as this old man of a judge who failed to understand my art took everything away from me. 

Bonsworth claimed that she owned the characters that I created, that I developed, that I created, 

because the 4th City owned a copyright in the entire performance since they recorded it. You see, 

the current state of copyright law lands the copyright protection in the hands of those who own 

the film or play. The rule of law is that copyright protection exists in any original work of 

authorship fixed in tangible medium. Here, the original work of authorship is the entire sketch 

and the fixed form is the final product is fixed in the tangible medium that is the recorded 

version.  Thus, the owners of the tangible medium, unless they transfer ownership, own the final 

product, which is given protection and can assert their copyright ownership against those who 

infringe on it. Essentially, this leaves us actors with nothing and gives all the power to the 

studios that own the tangible medium. Essentially, I infringed on their copyright when I 

displayed my characters. I’m the bad guy, even though I’m the one who was wronged.   

The judge started taking everything away from me by discussing the general purpose of 
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copyright protection.  Copyright protection exists in order to promote the progress of science and 

the useful arts, by securing for limited times to authors and inventors the exclusive right to their 

writings and inventions. While the plain language may indicate that this only applied to writings 

and inventions and not to performances, over the years, as technology advances, several changes 

to the state of copyright law have been made.  Starting in 1790, Congress enacted the Copyright 

Act of 1790 that extended copyright protection to maps, charts, and books. Further, throughout 

the 19th and 20th centuries, Congress has made several statutory revisions that expanded the 

scope of copyright protection to include other forms of authorship that developed throughout the 

ages. Recently, in the 9th Circuit, they allowed for an actress to maintain copyright protection in 

her performance. I thought the trend was clear.  

Congress has always looked to the purpose of promoting the arts when making these 

revisions and clearly has not been shy to do so. As time progressed, different forms art are 

created and evolve. Copyright protection has expanded into all of these evolutions, but has yet to 

be expended into the realm of allowing an actor to copyright their specific performance. Also, 

making this expansion would not result in any harm to the industry. The current state of the law 

makes sense for feature films, television shows, and other forms of entertainment that involve an 

entire cast of people brought together through creative backdrop and a developed plot.  In these 

cases, the entire film should be granted copyright protection because all of these single elements 

are required to come together in order to produce the final product. However, this is not the case 

for sketches. A sketch usually involves only a few actors portraying characters that they 

previously created. A sketch usually is driven by the characters and does not have an elaborate 

backdrop, or mood-setting background music, or an extensive cast that all bring the pieces 

together.  Instead, a sketch is carried forward by the actor and can stand alone without the other 
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elements. In this sense, the character and not the culmination of all the other elements move the 

piece forward.   

Denying copyright protection to these characters goes against the very evil copyright 

protection aims to fight; the decrease of monopoly privileges of the creative arts. Instead, it gives 

a monopoly of these characters to the studios that merely air the piece and does nothing more. 

Thus, venues, like the one I was affiliated with, owns the rights to all of the characters that the 

actors perform and continue to own them well after the actor leaves the venue, leaving the actor 

with nothing. This stifles an actor’s willingness to create new characters or sign onto the popular 

sketch shows because they know what is at risk. Further, it stifles an actor’s ability to portray 

those very characters after their tenure with the network. Allowing this is perfectly aligned with 

the purpose of copyright protection in general and would not cause any harm to the state of the 

law as is. 

Even though we actors have this entirely going for us, the court still denied extending 

protection to my characters. My attorney said we were already fighting a losing battle. The 9th 

Circuit case is really all that we had. That stupid case apparently is being scrutinized and will 

probably get turned around anyway. But, that is all we had.  

My work displayed the minimal amount of creativity. I mean, even a phone book was 

found to be creative, so, it would be absurd that my well-developed characters wouldn't meet this 

seemingly low standard. But the judge said that copyright protects more than just a meaningless 

contribution to the overall piece. Well, okay, he didn't use the word meaningless, but he might as 

well have. He said that I was not an author. He said that I had no control over what was going on 

because the 4th City old me when to go on stage and the 4th City told me what characters to play. 

I am not a mindless puppet. The 4th City did not tell me what my character would say, the 4th 
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City did not tell me what my character would do, and the 4th City certainly did not playing role in 

process that I went through to create this character. The judge kept the scope broad and looked at 

the venue’s role throughout the process, but failed to look at what was actually going on during 

the show. I mean, the show is the art, and copyright is aimed at promoting the art. So, why is he 

looking at the venue’s actions? 

The judge also said that a sketch comedy show is no different from a feature film. That a 

feature film is not divisible into separate copyrightable parts. That if I was granted copyright 

protection in my performance, that the set designers would get copyright protection, that this 

would lead to a slippery slope and open the floodgates to litigation which would require the 

courts to divide up films. The 9th Circuit didn't find this to be a problem, but apparently judges 

don't care to follow trends and understand what they do not know. If the judge did open his eyes 

to the rather obvious difference between sketch comedy and feature films, he would see just how 

obvious the right decision would be. Unlike a feature film, sketch comedy doesn't require a huge 

cast, elaborate settings, and perfectly timed music. Sketch comedy is raw and involves one, two, 

or sometimes more comedians on a bare stage making things up off of the top of their heads, 

well, improvised sketches at least. There are no takes; you get one shot to nail it. Obviously, 

these two cannot equate. Yet, the judge did, and used this flawed reasoning as a basis to take 

everything away. This failed. 

The judge also said that it was entirely impossible for my work to not have been based 

off of another work. He said that there was no way for me to obtain protection by claiming my 

work was a derivative work, since he didn't buy that I was an author independently creating a 

work that was fixed in a tangible medium. A derivative work is a work based upon one or more 

preexisting works, such as a translation, musical arrangement, dramatization, fictionalization, 
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motion picture version, sound recording, art reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any 

other form in which a work may be recast, transformed, or adapted. A work consisting of 

editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications, which, as a whole, represent 

an original work of authorship, is a “derivative work”.  

  The subject matter of copyright as specified by Section 102 includes compilations and 

derivative works, but protection for a work employing preexisting material in which copyright 

subsists does not extend to any part of the work in which such material has been used unlawfully. 

The copyright in a compilation or derivative work extends only to the material contributed by the 

author of such work, as distinguished from the preexisting material employed in the work, and 

does not imply any exclusive right in the preexisting material. The copyright in such work is 

independent of, and does not affect or enlarge the scope, duration, ownership, or subsistence of, 

any copyright protection in the preexisting material. 

 Most of an actor’s performance, unless completely improvised, is derived from a scripted 

work.  These scripted works, as a whole, are granted copyright protection because they are an 

original form of authorship fixed in the tangible medium of the final paper product. The essential 

change from the script only needs to be minimal and needs to be original since copyright rewards 

originality and not effort. Here, the originality and derivation lies in the fact that I transformed 

the words on the page into a real-life, moving, breathing, and living being. I gave the character 

posture, persona, mannerisms, and habits.  I gave the character a voice, an accent, a history, and 

really brings the words off of the page to paint a visual picture for the world to see. This is 

drastically different from what the required standard of minimal change. And, this is only for the 

scripted works. 

 The analysis so much easier for my fully improvised works. Even if, lets say, my 
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performance is based on some aspect of an already copyrightable subject matter, lets say a story 

board or any written idea as to how to show should progress, I blow the minimal amount of 

creative difference out of the water when I get up on stage and start making people laugh without 

a script or any direction until I ask for it from the audience. However, while this may be true, the 

state of law gives the copyright protection of the derivative work to the studio that holds the 

tangible medium, even though the actor did all of the work in developing and bringing the 

character to life. So, even if my work does constitute a derivative work, 4th City still owns it 

because they held the stupid camera and recorded it.  

 So, we argued our final theory, that my characters should be granted copyright protection 

under either of the developed character protection tests. There are two tests out there, both of 

which should be applied to protect an improvisational actor’s performance. The first test is the 

“specificity test”, and the second test is discerns whether the character “constitutes the story 

being told.” 

Under the first test, the main analysis is whether the character is sufficiently developed to 

be copyrightable. Essentially, the less developed the character, the less likely it is that it will be 

granted protection. The problem with this test, and why we failed under it even though it is the 

prevailing test is that the judge needs to be persuaded that the character is fully developed. My 

lawyer is an idiot. He could not do this. He could not describe to the judge how the characters 

were fully developed. He made them seem like stock characters and made them entirely different 

than the characters that the case developing this test covered. There, the characters in the story 

had their backstory of the young Jewish man who marries a Catholic girl was fleshed out 

throughout the entire film. So, yes, that was fully developed. The judge found that my characters 

were no comparable to these characters in that during the 3-5 minute sketch, the characters could 
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not have been fully developed. My attorney did not retaliate, and instead moved on to the second 

test. 

Under the second test, the main analysis is whether the character really constitutes the 

story being told, or whether the character is just a small piece in the puzzle that is the overall 

story. Essentially, the test has been developed to mean that the character must stand alone from 

the plot and should not be a vehicle of the plot’s progression. This raises a lot of strong points 

that an improvisational actor can raise to gain protection for his characters. It is difficult to 

explain exactly how a character can be distinguished from the plot since the two are so greatly 

intertwined. With this said, it is clear that an improvised character can stand alone from the plot 

in that it is the character’s own actions that move the plot. The judge read this to hurt us. He 

stated that the point of a scene and the character’s involvement in the scene is to build the plot, 

no matter how short the scene is. That the characters do not stand alone because their reactions to 

one another involve the plot and there is no separation between the two. 

My attorney was an idiot and did not retaliate. We could have argued that there was no 

work for hire issues since I had already brought my characters to the show, and did not create 

them under Bonsworth and the 4th City’s instruction. We could have argued that there was no 

explicit assignment of copyright since I never signed a contract stating such. These arguments, 

however, would have failed since the judge was obsessed with his conclusion that individual, 

copyrightable contributions disappear when they become part of a larger work.  

My case was dismissed and I lost it all. I lost every single fucking character that I ever 

portrayed on the 4th City’s stage. All of my tireless efforts in the local law library, and reaching 

out to people in the field were for naught. After reading page after page of dense, dry law, I lost. 

Nothing was good enough for this judge. He was intent on giving Bonsworth my characters.  I 
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lost my characters. I lost any leverage that I had with theaters. 

Everything that everyone feared of Bosworth was true, and I was the shining example of 

the destruction of her wrath and power. The judge ruled against me. My lawyer and I thought it 

we would win for sure. I mean, and these are my attorney’s words not mine, “the 9th Circuit just 

addressed this issue and the actor won; this is where the trend is going.”_My attorney is an idiot. 

I lost the characters that I developed, that I created, that I perfected all on my own. It was my 

labor that brought these characters to life. It was all of my hard work. Bonsworth was nothing 

throughout this entire process, yet now she owns my characters and I am left with nothing.  

My attorney did not care either. He just called me up and said, “tough luck, kid. When 

can I expect my money?” That asshole, that fucking asshole. I lost everything that I had worked 

for. This was rock bottom. It could not get any worse than this. Bonsworth had won. Not only 

did she kick me out of my show, she also took my characters away. 

Improv Organic fired me. Of course they did. I had nothing to offer. They had to fill my 

spot and did not have the time to allow me to go develop new characters. The show must go on. 

They took a risk on me, and became a victim of the red-flag that Bonsworth had placed on my 

head. I don’t know what happened with the Improv Organic or the 4th City’s shows after that. I 

didn’t care. 

The rest of the day when I received the news is a blur. I just remember downing pills, 

filling my hand with all of the pills that my hand could fit. I swallowed them down with beer. 

My heart started racing. That’s all I remember. That’s all I remember of that night.  

The doctor’s labeled it a suicide attempt. They can say what they want. I don’t know 

what I was trying to do. But here I am at rock bottom. I got what I asked for. This is what I 

always wanted, right? 
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I spent so much time worried about Bonsworth, but I spent even more time worried about 

find a way not to be myself. This was all time wasted. This is all time that I cannot get back. It 

was not Bonsworth that made me a pawn in this whole game. I made myself the pawn. Instead of 

latching onto something worthwhile, I self-destructed and wound up here. I wound up at rock 

bottom. I am not suicidal, but the doctors think I am. I know what is going through my mind. I 

know what they think of me. I don’t care anymore. I am defeated. I am a pawn in any game that 

is being played. I have nothing left but this story.  

My pills were my backbone. My alcohol was my crutch. My two beloved substances got 

me out of bed in the morning and got me through my day. The stage, however, turned out to be a 

temporary shot prescribed to ease my pains administered by Bonsworth. The stage was a fleeting 

bliss. The stage was the arrow that pierced the IV-Drip that supplied my Citalopram and alcohol. 

The stage took me away from the only two things that I could rely on. They took my alcohol 

away, and now I shake until they give me my pills. I have one beloved substance left, but I don’t 

have the stage. I don’t want the stage. I want my pills.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

   
 
	  


