




Making stuff up 

A hort attention span helps, too. "I write 

jokes, not novels, for a reason," Nicolucci 

says with the mixture of self-deprecation 

and mock self-praise seemingly inherent in 

humor writers. 

Long before starting on Late Night With 

Conan O'Brien, Nicolucci worked in journal

ism. A self-described "mediocre product of a 

fine school of journalism," Nicolucci worked 

for newspapers, a daily banking paper and 

eventually at Us Weekly magazine for six 

years in ew York. Over time, he began to 

realize that he wasn't all that interested 

in interviewing people or reporting. He'd 

rather make stuff up. 

He could have been another Jayson 

Blair or Stephen Glass; they made names 

for themselves making stuff up. Instead, 

he started writing humor pieces - quippy, 

zippy reads rooted in popular culture and 

aimed at people with equally short atten

tion spans. Some of them were picked up 

by such outlets as Entertainment Weekly, and 

from there he began building his comedy 

resume: 

·Editor, Spy humor magazine: A dream job. 
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Unfortunately, that was in Spy's "later, 

unfunny incarnation when it was pretty 

much on its last legs." 

·Writer, The Daily Show: Nicolucci 

switched media for this Comedy Central 

show, now a staple of satirical news and 

political punch lines, in its early days. Here 

he learned to write for other voices, first for 

host Craig Kilborn and th en for Jon Stewart. 

·Writer, The Martin Short Show: Nicolucci 

packed up and headed to Los Angeles for a 

higher-profile show and a union card. 

This is not Johnny Carson. Or 

maybe it's just Johnny Carson 

for a younger generation with a 

sharper sense of irony. 

·Unemployed, Los Angeles: After Short's 

show got cancelled, Nicolucci became 

another jobless writer in the capital of 

unemployed writers, actors, singers, models 

and so on. In a place where no one looks at 

you funny for doing absolutely nothing in 

the middle of the day, he fit right in. 

·Writer, Late Night With Conan O'Brien: 

In 2000, a friend of a friend rec

ommended him for a 

vacant slot. Nicolucci 

sent in his "packet," 

got the job as a mono-

logue writer and moved 

back to New York. 

Nicolucci has been 

working on Late Night 

since October 2000. His 

penchant for brevity 

and his ability to write 

concise, punchy jokes 

day in and day out 

helped him get the 

job. So did his 

ability to vary 

his writing voice for different hosts, says 

Chris Albers, a Late Night monologue writer 

since 1995. "I think from studying Conan's 

shows, he had Conan's voice in his head 

already," Albers says of the hiring process. 

"We realized, 'Oh, there's a bunch of jokes in 

here that we would have done.'" 

In addition to knowing his host, 

Nicolucci understands one other writing 

adage: Know your audience. 'Tm writing 

one-liners that Conan is comfortable saying, 

that the audience will presumably laugh at 

and that the network advertisers will not be 

appalled at," he says. 

Smart silliness 

Being conscious of network constraints 

doesn't mean the Late Night writers don't 

stretch them. Sure, all of the conventions 

of the t alk show are there: the host in a suit 

and tie, the sketches, the celebrity guests 

and, of course, the monologues. 

Those conventions seem a bit skewed, 

though. When O'Brien walks on stage -

with all his lanky, pasty mock sexiness and 

downright silly dancing- it becomes dear 

that this is not Johnny Carson. Or maybe it's 

just Johnny Carson for a younger generation 

with a sharper sense of irony. The sketches 

also have more bite. Only late at night on 

network TV will you find fake talking celeb

rity heads such as a hyperactive Arnold 

Schwarzenegger (yelling about the cyber

clones that will help elect him president) 

and a demonic Martha Stewart (seriously, 

her eyes turn red and fire shoots up behind 

her). And only an icon as goofy as O'Brien 

could cause a stir in a presidential election 

in Finland (he jokingly endorsed a candidate 

that looked like him). 

Like other shows in the genre, Late Night 

mocks celebrities while celebrating them 

at the same time. The writers take the 

self-mocking further, though, in a recur

ring theme about how hard it is to get real 

celebrities to come on the show. In one 

Topical humor is the gold standard in late-night comedy, so 

Nicolucci reads the news as if his job depends on it. Actually, it does. 
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such sketch that Nicolucci wrote, the show 

resorted to kidnapping Star Trek star William 

Shatner. Shatner hammed it up and "over

acted as only he can," including a scene in 

which he took a cyanide pill rather than 

doing the show. 

Having Shatner perform his bit was a 

career high point, as was the time actor Jim 

Carrey read one of his jokes on the air. But 

Nicolucci spends the vast majority of his 

time on the monologue, along with Albers 

and one or two other writers. The process 

takes all day, starting with that first dive 

into the news (see "From paper to punch 

line" below). 

It might seem like a lot of time for a 

grand total of five or six jokes, but Late 

Ni!Jht writers have the added pressure of 

coming up with something fresh to say 

about ground that other hosts, pundits 

and comedians already have covered ear

lier in the day. Take Michael Jackson, for 

example. During a four-day period in March 

2005, while his trial was going on, a joke 

about Jackson appeared in each monologue 

- three of them being the first joke of the 
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show. O'Brien looked pained to even bring 

it up, often making a crack about how he 

had no choice. With that kind of saturation, 

your Michael Jackson joke had better be 

smarter than the others (if a smart Michael 

Jackson joke is even possible). The same 

goes for Martha Stewart . 

With stale topics, the writers have to 

scour stories for new details. "You hope 

they make it fresh for you," Nicolucci says. 

"You hope that Martha or Michael said 

"We're not here to teach 

you a lesson. We're here 

to make you laugh." 

something ridiculous, or that there's a new 

wrinkle." That new wrinkle can come in the 

form of a post-jail ankle bracelet for Martha. 

That something ridiculous can come when 

Michael shows up for court in pajamas. 

Sometimes the job's not so tough. 

When it is tough, though, Nicolucci and 

the others benefit from a team approach. 

They start out writing separately, but they 

gather at various points in the day to tweak 

jokes and brainstorm. Team members push 

each other in competition. But it remains 

friendly, perhaps because of a policy of 

anonymity. The writers present their jokes 

to O'Brien collectively and without names, 

so they're not fighting for individual praise, 

Albers says: "We're just trying to make the 

monologue as good as it can be that night. 

If it is good as a whole, then we all look 

good, and if it's bad, then we all look bad to 

Conan and the audience." 

To look good on a slow news day, 

Nicolucci says there's always the New York 

Post, a scandalous scroll full of celebrity 

goofiness. The Post is always good for a 

joke about the Village People or the drink

ing habits of Chelsea Clinton and the Bush 

twins, or any other such nonsense. And 

nonsense it is - silly, trivial, sometimes 

offensive, sometimes low-brow and mostly 

quite funny nonsense. 

"We're not here to teach you a lesson," 

Nicolucci says . "We're here to make you 

laugh." lll 
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