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How do you "work the room"?  Walking the room is certainly part of the process, n'est-ce 

pas? It starts with "taking in the room."    

 

Taking in the environment: the architecture, the layout, the seating, comforts, acoustics, 

spatial relations, configuration, staffing, table settings, the bar, ability to move through 

the space, windows, lighting, curtains, florals, signage, artwork and objects, views, and 

visual history of the venue...  where's the focus, how does the audience see you and see 

each other? 

 

Expectations by today's public (because it always changes): their reason for coming, 

food, drink, conviviality; music, sonority, repertoire; personas and personalities of the 

performers, the host, the club owner, the maitre d'. Who's leading what? 

 

Context: History of the venue, theme, context (historical, community), preconceived 

notions of Kabarett, Moulin Rouge, spectacle, pin spot, jazz lounge. Surprise or routine.  

How does the public expect or want to be treated, how does its expect to treat the 

performers? Listening or background or in between. Equality or separateness; celebrity 

awe or accessible pal.  

 

Repertoire: How much "history" of the song, of the singer, of the place. You are the tour 

guide to a place and time. Elucidating the song, its context, its personal connection. Why 

THIS song? Why this moment? The obvious need not be said. Sometimes a translation is 

required. Juxtaposition of songs provides new meanings. Taking songs at "face value" vs 

new values. Hearing old song in new way and what does that say about the performer and 

about us in this moment? How much do we the public want to know you? Audience 

members become a community. The purpose of coming together this evening. Closing 

with acknowledgments and thank yous. 

 

Taking in changes over the course of the evening. When things go awry —bad sound 

system, rowdy customer, bad news outside, good news, new audience arrivals.   

 

Patter is totally integral to Working the Room. 
We are prefacing rather than explaining.  
 
Establish at the top of your show where you’re going. “I was French in another life, as much as 
my father was Irish each St Paddy’s day by putting green in his beer.” 
 
Patter becomes essential when setting up a song in another language. Set up the character, the 
context. There’s no need to generalize. When it’s specific, the audience finds the comparison. 
 
Ask the audience a question: “Can I draw you a picture of my mother?” 
A sad song can have a light-hearted introduction and vice versa.  
 
The Barbara Cook quote: You’re fabulous and you’re here to take care of us, the audience. But 
beware of Too Much Information. The confessional show needs to be balanced with taking care 
of your audience. Mabel Mercer said, “It’s not what I’m feeling, but what you are feeling”. 
 



 
Persona – is a choice. What you choose to reveal about yourself on stage. How you dress, how 
you introduce yourself, what you talk about. Are you equal to your audience or separate. Persona 
can be used by an introvert to perform broadly. 
 
Know as much about the song as possible, who wrote it why, who sang it why. You may serve as 
tour guide to that song. Why sing this song in this moment to this audience? No need to speak to 
the obvious, the title. If in another language, we may need a synopsis.  
 
What about you will your version of this song reveal.  
What do you need us to know about the song in order for it to land? 
If you don’t need to say anything, don’t.  
 
The reason why you chose a song is not necessarily what you need to say to set it up. 
A song that’s very clear in the moment may not need any patter. If the song before it has the 
struggle and strife, the next song may be the solution. We don’t need to pontificate. If in the 
journey that we take our audience we need relief, the song can provide it without patter. One 
song can be the response to the previous song. Don’t talk about the song but about the 
experience that the song evokes. You can raise this as a question to the audience: “Have you 
been sitting in the room all alone too long?”    



 
 

 

  
 
 
 


