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            Humor can be dissected as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process and the innards are discouraging to any but the pure scientific mind.

            E. B. White

         

         This is not a practical handbook, nor a How to … book. It is part memoir, with some stories from that part of my life that has been spent, or misspent, making people laugh. Laughter is good for people, but my job is not altruistic; I do it for myself. It is exhilarating, tremendous fun when audiences laugh at what you thought up, and gratifying because their laughter indicates that, at that moment at least, they share or understand your point of view.

         I also do it because it’s much better than a proper job. I have not had to get a proper job since I sold records at Selfridges at Christmas, 1966, and that makes me very fortunate.

         When I was a child I used to think people who wrote comedy had a mysterious, even magical, gift. How do they do it, I wondered? How do they know what will make people laugh, week after week, month after month, year after year? I went to the cinema as often as I could, I watched TV shows that I loved and admired, films starring Abbott and Costello, Laurel and Hardy, Danny Kaye and Cary Grant and Alec Guinness. I, alone among my friends, noticed and memorised the names of the people who had written them: Ray Galton and Alan Simpson (Hancock’s Half Hour and Steptoe and Son), Carl Reiner (The Dick Van Dyke Show), Nat Hiken and Neil Simon (The Phil Silvers Show), Norman Panama & Melvin Frank (The Court Jester), Donald Ogden Stewart (The Philadelphia Story), William Rose (The Ladykillers), Robert Hamer (Kind Hearts and Coronets), Billy Wilder & I. A. L. Diamond (The Apartment and Some Like It Hot). My greatest influence was George Bernard Shaw – I saw Pygmalion at the Bristol Old Vic, with a twenty-six-year-old Peter O’Toole as Alfred P. Doolittle. Then I read nearly all his plays and prefaces. I wanted to be one of those people who could make everybody laugh. And think.

         Nowadays, people ask me the questions I used to ask, and it is hard to find answers. What is the process? What are the tricks of the trade? Why is ‘Dying is easy, Comedy is hard’ so often quoted? Is comedy really harder than other forms of drama, and, if so, why?

         To me, comedy is endlessly fascinating because it is so elusive. This little book makes no attempt to find definitive answers; I am simply reporting what I have learned from my own necessarily limited experience. Students and practitioners of comedy may find it useful, but my hope is that it may help the general reader understand what makes an audience laugh at a play or a film.

         There are a large number of rules in these pages, which are true for me and to which more attention should be paid if you are reading the book for the wrong purpose (How to …). Here is the most important one:

         1. There are exceptions to every rule in this book.

         Except this one, of course.

         
            * * *

         

         In 1987 Peter Hall asked me if I would like to have my own company at the National Theatre and do one play in each of the three houses there. Business was not good at the theatre and he wanted me to do three ‘box office’ shows. I was both flattered and discouraged that I was hired for this purpose: his attitude was that I was in some way ‘commercial’, a backhanded compliment at the NT. That was because he associated me with comedy.

         Tragedies and comedies both say the same thing: terrible things will happen to you, and to society, if you break our rules and taboos. If, like Oedipus, you commit incest, you will suffer and die. This was vitally important to a small city-state like Athens because incest threatens the species.

         Similarly, in a marital farce by Georges Feydeau (or a 1930s screwball comedy), if the hero tries to commit adultery, or even have sex outside marriage, he will be exposed and ridiculed. This was important to bourgeois society, which felt threatened by adultery. To be respectable and dignified were society’s highest values.

         Peter told me that the Cottesloe, the smallest house at the NT, was originally conceived as an experimental theatre, so I proposed what I thought would be a fascinating theatrical experiment, an illustration of something that I had discussed a lot with John Lahr, now drama critic of The New Yorker, when I had Feydeau’s A Little Hotel on the Side at the NT and Joe Orton’s Loot in the West End, three years earlier:

         2. Tragedy and farce are two sides of the same coin.

         These are the two elemental forms of theatre. Drama and comedy lie somewhere in the middle, along the continuum between tragedy and farce. Tragedy is drama at its purest. Farce is comedy at its purest.

         Tragedy is a drama in which the protagonist initiates a course of events that will lead inevitably to his own destruction. It is driven by the flaws in the protagonist’s own character. A farce has the same structure: in both genres events spin dangerously out of control, leading eventually to madness, usually followed by a measure of understanding and resolution.

         If a play is a tragedy, the audience is asked to empathise with the protagonist. If the play is a comedy, the audience is asked to laugh at him.

         3. Comedy is objective. Tragedy is subjective.

         The structural difference is that, whereas tragedy ends in the death of the protagonist, a farce usually ends in the restoration of the status quo ante, reassuring the audience that society’s values are still intact and survival is possible once punishment and humiliation have been inflicted.

         Some people use the word ‘farce’ pejoratively. In 1967, when I was playing Motel in the original London cast of Fiddler on the Roof, one of the stagehands, Tony, a thin, short man – I’m only five foot six and he was somewhat smaller – told me that every Christmas for several years he had acted in Peter Pan. I asked him who he played. ‘Nana,’ he said.

         I had never seen or read Peter Pan. ‘Who’s that?’

         ‘Nana? Don’t you know? Nana’s the dog.’

         ‘Is it a good part?’

         ‘It’s a great part. I’ve been playing it for nine years.’

         ‘So … do you have much to say?’

         ‘To say?’ Tony was scathing. ‘Nana’s a dog. They think I’m a dog. I wear a dog-suit.’

         ‘I see,’ I said. ‘So why is it such a great part, exactly?’

         ‘It’s farce. It’s pure farce. You just jump around a bit and bark when you feel like it.’

         I have always cherished that definition of farce. It is so magnificently wrong.

         4. ‘Farcical’ is not a synonym for ‘idiotic’, nor for ‘chaotic’.

         A farce may appear to be both, but it must in fact be tightly controlled and logically built.

         5. In all comedy the driving force of the story must be a hideous dilemma for one or more of the characters.

         In a film I directed, My Cousin Vinny, two young men are arrested and charged with a murder that the audience knows they did not commit. Vinny, a cousin of one of them from New York, is a recently qualified trial lawyer who passed his bar finals at his sixth attempt. He has never taken part in a trial. He arrives in Alabama, a death-penalty state, and offers to defend them. Should they say yes? Should he take on the job? This is a truly hideous dilemma for them, and for him, and is thus a perfect subject for comedy.

         Some dilemmas are hideous to the characters but trivial when viewed with an objective eye. The triviality will generally make them less funny, not more so. The important thing to understand is that the events of the comedy are deadly serious and potentially tragic for the characters. If they are not sufficiently important, the audience may feel that its time has been wasted.

         6. The audience won’t care if the characters don’t.

         A good comedy is not about silly people doing silly things. Comedy has to be about something important – important to the characters, and important to the society in which it is played. It is about serious characters doing desperate things because they have left themselves no choice.

         Some critics, who should know better, have been known to use the word ‘farce’ pejoratively. When Antony Jay and I wrote our stage play Yes Prime Minister last year, we were fortunate and mostly received excellent reviews; but some critics complained that the play ‘descends into farce’. A comedy cannot ‘descend’ into farce. That’s like saying that a drama descends into tragedy.1 A comedy can descend into bad comedy, but:

         7. When a comedy is sufficiently funny, it ascends into farce.

         Farce dramatises chaos but it is not in itself chaotic. A good farce is a perfectly organised exercise in duplicity, lust or several of the other Deadly Sins, a play or film full of truth and insight into the human condition, observing coldly and analytically where a tragedy might have elicited sympathy. It is not stupid, although the characters may behave stupidly.

         Two of our greatest playwrights in the twentieth century reached their greatest heights with farce. Joe Orton was one, and Loot is his masterpiece. Michael Frayn had previously enjoyed great success as a columnist, a novelist, a philosopher and a serious dramatic playwright, but in my opinion his greatest achievement came when he eventually wrote a farce, Noises Off.

         In a good farce, the characters share the values of the society in which it is played. It is usually about serious people doing – and trying to cover up – desperate things that would be horribly embarrassing if they were discovered. They do them because their demons drive them, and they try to cover them up in order to maintain their dignity. Thus the logic of their actions, and their lies, forces them to behave in what appears to be a ridiculous way. For instance: a man comes out of a sleazy hotel bedroom with his neighbour’s wife, sees the neighbour coming upstairs, races back into the bedroom, and hides in the fireplace with his head up a chimney full of soot, while the wife jams her husband’s hat down over his eyes so that he can’t recognise her. This is only funny if they have no other choice.2

         Today the purpose of drama is mainly entertainment. But plays and films continue to show people what not to do. They show people breaking the rules and suffering the consequences. Drama was originally, anthropologically, a training programme for survival. And it still is.

         Eight years before that meeting with Peter Hall I was directing Anna Christie at Stratford, and a friend of mine, Ron Eyre, was directing Othello in the RSC’s main house. He was a fine director, but it was rumoured that the production was not going well. I saw him sitting alone in the bar one night after his fourth preview, having a quiet, solitary drink. ‘How’s Othello going?’ I asked. ‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘We’ve got nearly all the laughs out.’

         In tragedy you have to get the laughs out, and in comedy you have to get the laughs in. It’s the same process, however, merely inverted. Both involve sophisticated and craftsman-like control of the audience’s response.

         It was this conversation with Ron that gave me the idea for my proposal to Peter Hall, when I met him to discuss my programme for the Cottesloe: I wanted to direct an experimental production that would demonstrate how closely related tragedy and farce are to each other. I proposed a double production of Macbeth, a play that I know well and love: there would be two different views of it, playing alternate nights or alternate weeks, one as tragedy, one as farce. It would use the same set, the same costumes and all of the same actors save one – Macbeth would be different. Brian Cox, I hoped, would star in the tragic version and John Cleese in the funny one. I had phoned Cleese and he had already expressed interest in doing it. The essential point was that not one line would be changed.

         I had previously directed Macbeth in a production with Brian and Gemma Jones. If I had to name a favourite play, that would be it: perhaps the most profound dramatic account of guilt ever written, three hundred years before Freud. But like all tragedies, it is desperately funny if you look at it through different eyes: three crazed witches chanting nonsense around a cauldron, the greedily ambitious Lady Macbeth, the foolishly trusting King Duncan, ghosts appearing and vanishing at dinner and all over the place, funny fights in chain mail, gallons of stage blood everywhere and lines like ‘What? You egg!’ The comic possibilities are endless, as everyone who has ever directed it knows – and fears. It even has a few ‘Knock knock/Who’s there?’ jokes in the infamous porter scene, which is believed by many people to be there as comic relief and which in fact is extremely and, in my view, purposely unfunny. Anyone who saw the calamitous Macbeth with O’Toole years ago can testify to how side-splitting the play can be. The Old Vic was rocking with laughter.

         I explained my Macbeth idea to Peter Hall. Peter stared at me for about a minute, in complete silence. Then he simply changed the subject and never referred to the idea again.

         I think he pitied me.

         I still want to try it, one day.

         
            * * *

         

         8. Comedy is like Time. A comedy is like the time.

         We all know what the time is if we look at a clock, but no one knows what Time is. There is the same difference between ‘comedy’ and ‘a comedy’.

         ‘A comedy’ could be defined variously as something that makes us laugh, or has a happy ending, or is funny. Dictionary definitions of comedy are:

         
            	a play, movie, etc., of light and humorous character with a happy or cheerful ending; a dramatic work in which the central motif is the triumph over adverse circumstance, resulting in a successful or happy conclusion.

            	that branch of the drama which concerns itself with this form of composition.

            	the comic element of drama, of literature generally, or of life.

            	any literary composition dealing with a theme suitable for comedy, or employing the methods of comedy.

            	any comic or humorous incident or series of incidents.

         

         Apart from the happy ending, which may or may not be a necessary part of the definition, these definitions all beg the question. Comedy is something that is comic, they say. Not much help. Maybe we can agree that comedy is what makes us laugh. Or tries to, anyway.

         So, to put the question another way: what is funny? That’s not much easier to answer. We all have our own views about that, often very different from each other. ‘Funny’ is a matter of opinion and of taste. But that won’t do as a definition. My rule is to follow Carl Reiner’s definition, the only workable definition of ‘funny’ that I have ever heard:

         9. If you put it up there on the screen and they laugh, it’s funny. If they don’t laugh, it’s not funny.

         This is an objective test. You can’t fake funniness.

         This rule applies as much to the stage as the screen, of course. However, it presupposes (a) a full house and (b) a cross-section of the target audience. To achieve that you probably need at least two hundred people. More than two hundred would be better. Many more would be much better. If I go to a play or film and everyone in the audience laughs but me, I don’t say it’s not funny, I say that I didn’t find it funny.

         If you are writing or directing a comedy film, the test-screening process, so hated and derided by many film-makers, is vital because – unfortunately – nobody knows what is funny until we have seen and heard the audience’s reaction. We may think we know, and with enough experience we may often or even usually know, but there can be no certainty until it has been played in front of an audience. So to understand ‘funny’, or comedy, you have to examine the audience’s response.

         This is not new, nor is the process confined to film. Many film directors, who tend to have a vividly romantic view of themselves as artists, seem unwilling to do what theatre directors have always done and know is necessary: try it out. New comedies for the theatre have always opened outside London or New York, in a regional theatre or ‘on the road’, whether in Leeds, Brighton or Richmond, or Philadelphia, Boston or New Haven. The audience will tell us if we are going wrong.

         Group behaviour changes people. It usually reduces their inhibitions and frequently makes them react with less empathy and more cruelty. We see this tribal or group behaviour in football crowds, gangs, armies, politically inspired mobs … and audiences.

         10. An audience is more than a collection of individuals.

         An audience is a thing unto itself, a specific type of crowd. Crowd psychology is different from individual psychology. This particular crowd needs to be made into a single and cooperative unit. That’s why most people start a speech with a couple of jokes: they are organising a bunch of one hundred, five hundred or one thousand separate individuals into one group, one audience. That’s why comedy works better in a full house than an empty one, why it’s funnier to see a funny movie in a full theatre than at home on video: laughter is, from an evolutionary standpoint, a group activity. There is safety in numbers. It heightens the effect if we all react together.

         Antony Jay, my friend and writing partner on Yes Minister and Yes Prime Minister, remarks that when we laugh, ‘We bare our teeth and emit a barking sound.’3 In every other species such behaviour is immediately recognised as a warning or as aggression.

         11. Laughter is aggressive behaviour.

         Although we associate laughter with warm, happy experiences, it is the exact opposite if you’re on the receiving end. It is when you are laughed at that you feel the aggression.

         Many great comedies, and tragedies, revolve around being cruelly laughed at: Malvolio’s scenes in Twelfth Night on the one hand, and the first two acts of Rigoletto on the other. And that cruelty is why comedians regard audiences as a dangerous beast that has to be subdued and ultimately killed.

         12. The hope is to ‘knock ’em dead!’

         When I was directing Loot in 1984, John Lahr told me his theory that comedy is a matter of life and death for comics. He knew. His father Bert was a comedian, and he understood this from his earliest days. If their act goes well comedians say, ‘I killed them,’ ‘I slayed them.’ If the show has gone badly the comedian says, ‘I died.’ That represents, accurately, how they feel.

         The comedian, and the comedy, is in a fight to the death with the audience. A draw is not a satisfactory outcome for either side.

         13. All comedy professionals fear the audience.

         Some writers and directors are too scared to attend the first preview or the press night of their show. Many have to be fortified with stiff drinks. Most actors, but all comedy actors, suffer from stage fright. This includes the greatest talents, who perhaps suffer even more than most.

         Robin Williams was quoted in the New York Times, talking about the problem of dealing with audiences: ‘I guess it’s that fear that they’ll recognize – as you know – how insecure are we really? How desperately insecure that made us do this for a living.’

         In 1975 Amnesty International asked John Cleese to put on a charity show. The idea was to gather together all the famous Oxbridge comedians on one stage for three nights. All the Pythons agreed to do it, except Eric Idle. So did the cast of Beyond the Fringe – Peter Cook, Alan Bennett and Jonathan Miller, and it was hoped Dudley Moore might even come over from Hollywood (he didn’t). John Bird, John Fortune and Eleanor Bron were willing to help, and The Goodies too. Barry Humphries had promised to join in. John Cleese wanted to know if I would direct it.

         I had directed several plays but I felt unable to handle a stage full of these icons, all of whom seemed so brilliant and confident. I admired – no, idolised – the cast of Beyond the Fringe. My generation of comedians sometimes fell back on sheer silliness, and frequently lacked the coruscating wit of Alan Bennett and Peter Cook. The idea of directing them or Jonathan Miller was terrifying and inconceivable.

         Had I known just how unconfident, needy and depressed most of these icons were, I might have given a different answer. Instead, as it was such a good cause, I offered to help in any other way at all, whereupon John asked me to act in a sketch with him. It was called ‘The Last Supper’. He had written it for Monty Python but the BBC had banned it, calling it blasphemous. He wanted to try it out.

         John got Jonathan Miller to stage the show. Miller wasn’t a bit nervous. Called A Poke in the Eye, it was to be performed at Her Majesty’s Theatre for three successive nights at the beginning of April 1976. It was sold out within a few hours of the tickets going on sale, and a fourth night was added. The whole thing was to be filmed by a documentary film-maker, Roger Graef, not just the performances but also the preparation and rehearsals.4 This process was revealing about the participants: some, like Jonathan Miller and Peter Cook, came alive in rehearsal whenever the lights and the camera turned towards them, sparkling and thrusting themselves wittily forward. Others (Eleanor Bron and I, for instance) froze and can occasionally be glimpsed edging furtively backwards out of the door when the camera pointed in our direction.

         ‘The Last Supper’ was typical of John at his best: an argument between the Pope and Michelangelo about a painting that the Pope (Cleese) had commissioned but didn’t care for because it featured twenty-nine disciples, a couple of kangaroos and three Christs.5 Michelangelo felt that the Pope’s demands were an unwarranted and petty attack on his artistic vision and freedom of expression.

         Although all the participants in the show were on their best and most gentlemanly behaviour, there is an undeniable air of competition when twenty comedians gather together, even for Amnesty International, and the level of anxiety is sky-high. Rita, my wife, inadvertently wounded Alan Bennett that night, when she passed him on the stairs backstage and told him how much she had enjoyed his NORWICH (‘Nickers Off Ready When I Come Home’) sketch. The following evening, just before the second performance, I heard that Jonathan Miller was looking everywhere for me. I went to find him. ‘What did Rita say to Alan last night?’ he asked, his eyebrows almost perpendicular with anxiety.

         ‘She said she loved NORWICH.’

         ‘Alan did two monologues last night. Didn’t she mention the other one?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Oh God! I don’t think she did. And nobody else said they liked it either. He doesn’t want to go on tonight. Please find Rita and see if she can help.’

         I found her. She found Alan. He was sitting alone and depressed in an empty chorus dressing room six floors up. She told him that she loved both sketches. Alan brightened a little, went on that night and was brilliantly funny as usual. Rita was relieved. I never forgot this tiny incident because it was so strange. I didn’t know Alan well, and he hardly knew Rita at all. Why did it matter to him what Rita thought?

         It mattered because he thought he’d died.

         A few days after A Poke in the Eye John called and asked if I could get Alan to agree to be in it the following year. I phoned him. ‘Alan,’ I said, ‘Amnesty made so much money that they want us all to do it again next year.’

         ‘Oh no!’ he moaned. ‘That’s like saying “Let’s have another crucifixion next Friday.”’

         14. Audience aggression must be harnessed so that the show is in control of it.

         In all comedy, the performers, actors and director (if there is one) must get the audience on their side.

         15. The audience laughs because it recognises something truthful.

         Tom Stoppard, I read, called laughter the sound of comprehension. I have always thought of it as the sound of recognition. We laugh when we see something on the stage or screen that rings true: there, but for the grace of God, go I!

         With their laughter, everyone in the group is agreeing to accept the truth you are telling. There are certain exceptions that I’ll come to: we don’t laugh if what we are watching doesn’t ring true, or if it seems false or silly.

         So what do we do? We do what in any other species would be rightly seen as aggressive behaviour. We bark with recognition, like dogs do when their owner comes home.

         If in a play or a film we don’t recognise some truth about ourselves, or someone we know, if it has been heightened or exaggerated too much for the situation, we don’t find the comedy funny. We say it’s silly or stupid.

         Easy recognition of human behaviour is why so many silent film comedies – those of Chaplin, Keaton, Harold Lloyd, Laurel and Hardy – played successfully in every culture, whereas many dialogue-driven comedies don’t travel.6 Frequently this is because of local references: an American audience may laugh if you make a joke about Kmart or Walmart, but in the rest of the world they won’t know what you’re talking about. There is no recognition.

         If you make a baseball comedy, it will not play in most countries outside the US. If you make a film about football – soccer, as they call it in America – it is most unlikely to be a blockbuster because most Americans still don’t play it. No recognition.

         Language is also a problem: if you make a film in the UK and refer to a decision as ‘swings and roundabouts’, it will not be understood in the US. In the US you would say ‘It’s a wash’, which the Brits wouldn’t understand. I have an English/American dictionary, in which over four thousand words have different meanings in our two countries. Jokes have to be instantly recognisable and understood. In a film, it helps to get laughs if you use dialogue that means the same thing in every English-speaking country, or else the context has to be so clear that the meaning can be easily and instantly inferred.

         16. If we laugh because we recognise something about ourselves, we are owning up.

         Frequently when we laugh we are admitting: I’ve said that, I’ve done that, I’ve thought that or I wish I’d said that or done that.

         Or, more aggressively: You have done that, or said that, and that’s why I’m laughing at you. You might be subconsciously adding: I dislike you, I despise you, I am contemptuous of your behaviour.

         You will laugh more if you are surrounded by other people who are laughing because they share your view. They’re owning up too.

         17. Audiences are more likely to own up if they are in the dark.

         Apart from the obvious reason that lights focus their attention, the audience laughs more if they are in the dark because they are not owning up in public. Being in the dark takes the potential embarrassment out of it for the audience.

         18. Before the audience is admitted, the temperature in the theatre should not be more than 65 degrees Fahrenheit.

         Or maybe 68 degrees if it’s really well, and silently, air-conditioned. People do not laugh when they get hot. They smile. You want them to laugh! A big theatre that is at 65 degrees when the doors open will heat up a lot with hundreds of people in it. You want it cool – not cold, but cool.

         19. Empty seats are a big deterrent to laughter.

         The house must be full, especially if it has fewer than two hundred seats. This is particularly important for press nights, test screenings and premieres. Empty seats are as big a threat to laughter as an overheated theatre.

         20. The audience must be new to the show. They must not have seen it before.

         Many a press night in the West End or on Broadway, and many a film premiere, has been spoiled because the audience is made up of people who have seen it before and want it to succeed too much.

         These people include: producers, investors, production staff, agents, managers and the spouses of anyone involved in the production. If they come to previews, they should not be seated on the opening night.

         Nobody laughs at a comedy as much as when they see it for the first time. The second, third, fourth or umpteenth time contains no surprises. Furthermore, all of the aforementioned producers, investors, production staff, agents, managers and spouses will be much too anxious to laugh anyway. Rabbit’s friends and relations make a bad audience on an important occasion.

         21. People with an axe to grind should not come to press nights.

         This group includes:

         
            people who can’t see why they weren’t cast in it;

            people who can’t see why this play or film should succeed when theirs didn’t;

            people who have a show of their own opening in the next few weeks and think that there isn’t room for two hit comedies (there always is);

            people who think that they are experts on the subject (for instance, politicians at Yes Prime Minister or historians at historical plays), because they may want to demonstrate their expertise by disparaging what they see.

         

         You need a fresh reaction: this means that, apart from the press, the audience should be the general public.

         
            * * *

         

         My first real professional job in a comedy was at the Belgrade Theatre in Coventry.

         ‘I know you!’ Robert Chetwyn, the artistic director, greeted me when I walked in to audition. He was a bluff, bespectacled man with a loud, nervous laugh. ‘I saw you in the Cambridge Footlights revue.’ I had graduated a few months before.

         For his spring season he wanted a company of young character actors. Would I agree to play ‘as cast’? I would have agreed to anything. I wanted to learn my craft in rep. I saw myself as a character actor, certainly capable of playing comedy, but with my sights set on more ‘important’ work. Who knows what I meant by that? I fancied that I was a young Alec Guinness or Charles Laughton. I didn’t tell Chetwyn that, of course. Two days later I was phoned and told that he wanted me to start the following Monday in Coventry at twelve pounds a week.

         It all seemed so romantic. My first theatrical digs. The landlady, Mrs Kohler, gave me a clean attic room with bed and breakfast for three pounds ten shillings a week, or four pounds if I wanted heating. She was big, round and blonde, with a wet cough, a Czech accent and a cynical sense of humour. She told me proudly that she’d once had Stephen Boyd, one of the stars of Ben-Hur. I presumed she meant as a lodger.

         The comedy was The Taming of the Shrew, which was directed not by Chetwyn but by a character actor who occasionally directed in rep. He was a burly, genial man, utterly obsessed with sex. He was always touching the women in the company, putting his hands on their knees and telling unfunny sexist jokes. I was playing Grumio, and I was disheartened to find out that not only was the director no help, he was actually an enemy of comedy. At one point he told me to run up a ladder into a barn loft, say a couple of lines, then jump down. When I asked why, he said that I was playing a clown and such questions didn’t apply: clowns can do anything and I should just accept that anything is possible within the ‘clown convention’. 

         22. Clowns are not intrinsically funny.

         The same rules of comedy apply to clowns as to everyone else. Marcel Marceau was not funny. Circus clowns are hardly ever funny.

         And I wasn’t playing a clown, I was playing Petruchio’s servant.

         23. Avoid unmotivated ‘comic business’.

         Much ‘comic business’ was imposed on the cast at the very first rehearsal, most of which was unfunny and unmotivated. The worst and most embarrassing was that Petruchio was to tip a full bucket of custard over my head in the scene when he brings Katherine to his house. I tried to explain to the director that it would never get a laugh as two other servants had had several buckets of water tipped over them shortly before I entered. The joke, if there was one, was over.

         The director was impervious. All he ever said to me was, ‘Don’t think so much.’ So, for the run of that show, every night for nearly three weeks, Petruchio poured a sweetened yellow avalanche over my head while nine hundred people in the audience watched quietly. Not once did it get a laugh. There was actually no sound at all, not even heavy breathing. I exited, slowly, blindly, dripping sticky custard, in the embarrassing silence that followed.

         This ‘comic business’ dismally failed the Carl Reiner test (Rule 9). We put it up there in front of no less than nine hundred people and nobody laughed. Hence, no matter what the director said, it was not funny. It also failed the recognition test and the owning-up test: as nobody laughed, it indicated that no one saw any truth in it. They were right. There was no truth in it. There was nothing to own up to.

         You don’t get over this sort of humiliation fast, especially when you’re twenty-one, but over the three-week run of The Shrew the sense of shame slowly lessened. It became clear that the more experienced members of the cast felt as screwed up by the director as I did. New actors joined the company and they said they hated the show but liked me in it; I’m sure it wasn’t true, but actors often lie to each other because

         24. You can’t be funny if you lose your nerve.

         The audience needs to feel they are in safe hands. Stand-up acts in which the basic joke is lack of confidence (Woody Allen or Tommy Cooper) paradoxically need to be performed confidently.

         The lies of my fellow actors helped me. I was grateful for these straws and I clutched onto them.

         25. Romantic comedy requires a good reason why the man and the woman cannot be together.

         The Shrew is often thought of as a romantic comedy. Like Much Ado About Nothing, the resistance that keeps the leading characters from seeing that they were meant for each other comes from the fact that they are so alike. Other external elements can help romantic comedy: class differences, for instance, are instant shorthand for why two characters in a romantic comedy should not get along (It Happened One Night).

         Romantic comedy is about what happens when two people who are in love, or might be, are kept apart by character differences, parental disapproval, class, economic, cultural or ethnic differences. Today there are so few taboos in Western democracies that it is increasingly hard to make such obstacles and impediments credible, and devices have become somewhat contrived. The successful film Sleepless in Seattle came up with a unique solution, preventing the two protagonists from meeting at all until the final shot of the film.

         If two people desperately want to get together because they’re in love, whether or not they know it, you have the basis of romantic comedy from Shakespeare to the present day. But if they just want to get together for sex, not love, that would not be a romantic comedy: that would be a farce, or what Hollywood calls a broad comedy. This is because sex and lust, when viewed objectively, are intrinsically ludicrous.

         The Shrew played in repertory with Jean Anouilh’s Becket. I was cast as the Pope, Third Baron and the Archbishop of York, so most of my time during the performances was spent running upstairs to the dressing room and down again, changing costumes. Everybody in the play except Becket, the King, the French Princess and the four Barons wore masks. At the slow, dull dress rehearsal Chetwyn jumped up on the stage and said with great frustration: ‘Come on everybody! Nobody’s reacting to what’s going on here between Thomas and the King.’ He turned to me. ‘Jonathan, react! You’re supposed to be getting all lathered up.’

         I was playing the Archbishop of York in the scene, and reacting was a bit of a problem because no part of my body was actually visible: I wore a mask on my face, a mitre on my head, robes down to the floor, gloves on my hands, and all my lines had been cut. How could I react, I wondered? When they started the scene again and a big reaction seemed called for, I fell over.

         26. Masks don’t help comedy.

         They obscure all reactions, except the very largest ones.

         27. Beware the costume that makes the audience laugh when they’re not supposed to.

         I didn’t have to wear a mask as the Third Baron but my chain mail was knitted out of string, sprayed with grey paint, and it kept expanding. The leggings were so heavy that gravity caused them to roll down into large folds around my ankles and legs, so that I looked like the Michelin Man. The only solution seemed to be to tie them higher around my waist but, due to their weight, the trousers still kept drooping. I tied them higher and higher until finally, three weeks into the run, they were fastened around my neck. It was just as well the run ended then, or I’d have had to pull them right up through the neck of my tunic, under the helmet, secure them over the top of my head, and cut a hole in the flies for my face.

         28. You have a problem if your costume makes the audience cry.

         That Christmas I played Mikey the Baby Dragon in Beauty and the Beast. I was supposed to be the lovable comedy person. Unfortunately, an enthusiastic young costume designer had decreed that I should wear a really heavy, blue and silver fibreglass dragon costume. It had huge, fearsome spikes all the way down the back, and a helmet that forced me to stand like a marsupial with scoliosis and which hid most of my face. At the rear end of the spikes was a long clanking tail. The designer was deeply proud of her creation, but when I bounced lovably onto the stage at the first performance all the kids cried.

         There were other problems. Once in it, I could neither stand up straight nor sit down, and had to spend the next hour and a half in a sort of crouching fisticuffs pose. I complained, to no avail. On the third performance, crouching wallaby-like in the wings, exhausted from the weight of the spike-suit, I dropped to my knees and then flopped forward onto my tummy. At last I’d found a way to relax in my costume. When I heard my cue approaching, I tried to stand up – and found that I couldn’t. I was trapped like a knight in medieval armour, lying face downwards on the stage floor.

         Unfortunately the stage manager didn’t know I was there. She was on the other side of the stage. I heard her voice whispering urgently over the tannoy: ‘Mr Lynn on stage please. Mr Lynn, on stage please!’ I flapped around on the floor like a fish out of water, calling ‘Help!’ and ‘I’m here!’ in a stentorian whisper. Nobody heard. My cue arrived. ‘Calling Mr Lynn. Mr Lynn on stage now please!’ The actors on stage, having run out of dialogue, started some feeble ad-libbing. The kids in the audience were sounding restless. I could hear assistant stage managers running all over the theatre, looking for me, calling my name in the corridor, knocking on dressing-room doors. Finally one of them thought of looking in the wings. She tried to pick me up but it was impossible – nothing short of a crane or the entire stage-management team would be able to hoist me. Raised to my feet at last, I clanked bad-temperedly onto the stage only to be met once more by the crying of numerous terrified kids.

         I said I wasn’t going on again until I had a costume I could work in. This caused consternation and there were mutterings about ‘difficult actors’ in the wardrobe department. Then, incredibly, somebody found that a company in London called Theatre Zoo had an available, ready-to-wear dragon’s costume. I was promised that it contained no fibreglass. When it arrived it didn’t look anything at all like a dragon, more like a large green Babygro with a tail and ears, but it was better than the other. I put it on, pronounced it workable, and the costume designer burst into floods of tears and fled. I went on that afternoon and not one of the kids cried. A low ambition achieved!

         The season at Coventry finished with a week of The Cocktail Party by T. S. Eliot: I was a Caterer’s Man, a walk-on, but it meant twelve extra quid. Rowland Davies and I livened up this dull, pretentious play with an inventive, slapstick turn as the two Caterer’s Men, much to the disapproval of the cast and the delight of the audience, who gave us a big round of applause on our exit every night. We probably should have been fired. Why was it funny? Because of the recognisable truth in our clumsiness, something rather lacking in the rest of the evening.

         29. ‘Ridiculous’ and ‘absurd’ are not synonyms for ‘funny’.

         Absurdist theatre tends to be treated with respect. Ridiculous theatre does not. The difference between them tends to be a matter of opinion. ‘Absurd’ theatre is highly regarded by critics and by people who are under the mistaken impression that the equation absurd = funny is true.7

         The Shrew remains the only time that I have acted in Shakespeare, which used to sadden me. It doesn’t any more. There was one other occasion when it nearly happened: the experimental director Charles Marowitz asked me to play Hamlet. ‘I see Hamlet as a kind of a buffoon, which is why you were my first choice,’ said Marowitz when we met.

         I sipped the gritty cup of Nescafé that he had provided but hadn’t stirred very well. ‘Thank you,’ I said.

         Marowitz was a big American, maybe a New Yorker, with a black beard, a shiny, patent-leather comb-over and a wide, confident smile. ‘This is gonna be different from the usual Hamlet. I’m restructuring it, rethinking it, to get the essence. There’s a lotta teaching in the play so I’m setting it in a classroom. Gertrude is gonna be the teacher because, ya know, she’s the kinda mother-figure.’ (Not so much the mother-figure as the mother, I thought.) ‘The problem with the play is that there’s a lotta clichés in it. You know, ‘‘To be or not to be’’, ‘‘To thine own self be true’’ and shit like that, and Polonius says a lot of it, so everyone’s gonna sit around in a circle and whenever anybody says a cliché the rest of the cast is gonna laugh and applaud, ironically.’

         I racked my brains but I couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say.

         ‘Would you like to read the script?’ he asked. I nodded. He gave it to me and ushered me into the room next door. It seemed that it was a confidential document and I wasn’t allowed to leave with it. It was also very short. It was odd to find lines in it from Othello, and I was startled to read, ‘Enter Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, dressed as a vaudeville song and dance team, tied together with a rope, clutching their balls.’ In retrospect I can see a point of view in that instruction but, disappointed not to be offered Hamlet as I knew it, I declined the part. That was in about 1966, and I was never again offered a role in Shakespeare. I’m happy that I have directed his plays once or twice over the years.

         The critics found his Hamlet ‘interesting’. Marowitz was a drama critic too, a colleague of theirs, and the play, now called The Marowitz Hamlet, was really a critic’s view of Hamlet’s madness. The original interested me more. Also, I didn’t want to be laughed at, only with. I preferred to get laughs that I intended to get and thus stay in control of that dangerous beast, the audience.

         30. Although you must control them, the audience is your friend, not your enemy.

         The audience is like a dog because, not only does it bark and bare its teeth, it can be easily trained to love you: it wants leadership. Audiences enjoy being part of the pack. The audience gains confidence when the performers are confident, it wants the performers to be in control, it likes a safe pair of hands. The audience reacts badly to poor leadership, lack of control and failure to set boundaries.

         Members of the audience have made a commitment. They could be watching TV, playing video games, chess or whatever they would do if they stayed at home. They have not gone to a pub, a restaurant, a football game or any other entertainment. They have come to see you, your show. And, usually, they have paid to see it. That is a serious investment of time and money.

         This means that, like Alfred P. Doolittle in Pygmalion, the audience is wanting to like you, it’s willing to like you, it’s waiting to like you. On the other hand, it needs you to be confident, in charge and to know what you are doing. Then it will relax and be happy.

         None of this applies, however, to people who have been given free seats. These seats are called ‘paper’. If the theatre is full of people who have not paid, the house is said to be ‘papered’. This will be a tough crowd. They have made no commitment. They may think – or know – that they are doing you a favour by being there. They know that demand to see the show is low or they wouldn’t have been given the comps. They have low expectations. Many, like the critics, are there not because they want to be but because they have to be. This kind of audience will never react as well as a house full of paying customers, but even they can be won round.

         31. There are days when the audience will always be difficult:

         
            New Year’s Eve

            Heatwaves, with no air conditioning

            Snowstorms, with icy roads and uncertain trains

            Hurricanes

            Terrorist attacks

            Death of Princess Diana

            Royal Weddings

            Royal Funerals

            Declaration of War days, especially futile wars that the public doesn’t believe in

            And any other day when it is hard for any normal person to relax and enjoy themselves.

         

         The more determined an audience is to enjoy itself, the better. Monday nights can be wonderful. Saturday nights, though generally the fullest houses, are not usually the best. Saturday audiences tend to be people who just wanted to go out somewhere because it’s Saturday night; Monday night audiences tend to be people who specifically want to see your show.

         
            * * *

         

         I hoped to become an actor when I left Cambridge, but under pressure from my parents to have ‘something to fall back on’ I was studying law, mainly because it seemed the right preparation for politics, the other ‘respectable’ career that attracted me. Why people consider politicians respectable was unclear to me then, and still is. Lawyering, unfortunately, is a lifelong habit, and hard to break; I still regard myself as a recovering lawyer.

         I had grown up in a household where politics were discussed all day, every day. An uncle of mine had been Secretary of the Cambridge Union Society, a glorified debating society, when he was up at Cambridge (it was assumed that you went ‘up’ to Oxford or Cambridge and ‘down’ to anywhere else), and my parents had given me a lifetime subscription to the Union in the vain hope that I might even exceed my uncle’s achievement and become President.

         It was the richest club in Cambridge, with a grand Victorian building and an impressive debating chamber like a mini-House of Commons. Members could listen to debates on the floor of the chamber, sitting behind the principal speakers for whichever side of the motion they supported, and they could speak briefly if called upon. Guests and women, in that order of importance, sat in the gallery. Like Westminster, it was posturing political theatre that decides nothing and achieves less. Famous guest speakers came but were always preceded by four undergraduates, two for and two against the motion. The undergraduate speakers, the President and the Secretary all wore white tie and tails, and the style of the debate was formal and pompous, making a curious contrast with the youth of the speakers and the pimply puerility of much of what was being said.

         The speakers included a number of ambitious and smug young men like Michael Howard and John Selwyn Gummer, who undoubtedly saw themselves as future members of a Tory government. Distressingly, less than twenty years later, that’s who they were, and still wearing the same self-satisfied expressions as they sat on the front bench. I knew Michael a little, and John a little more. Like all politicians, they were charming and often thoroughly entertaining in private, but their unwarranted confidence in their own abilities was a sight to behold when they were twenty. It is odd that politicians think so highly of themselves, when all the evidence is that nobody else does.

         32. Vanity, pomposity and hypocrisy are intrinsically funny.

         I soon realised I could never be a politician, and that the most useful contribution I could make to society would be to ridicule them when necessary. Fortunately, in Britain, unlike many parts of the world, we have the luxury of being able to do that without being shot or put under house arrest. This could have happened to me had I lived in the wrong country, not because I’m brave, which I’m not, but because I’m reckless and opinionated and I find it terribly hard to keep my mouth shut.

         All the university societies had open meetings for ‘freshers’. The one at the Amateur Dramatic Club was discouraging. Incredibly confident undergraduate actors and directors introduced us to the ADC’s own theatre, using lots of professional terminology like ‘floats’ and ‘front tabs’ (footlights and the front curtain, also known as ‘the rag’). I had no idea what they were talking about. When I learned that the excellent production of The Taming of the Shrew that I had seen at the Arts Theatre in my first week was not professional, as I’d assumed, but directed by a third-year undergraduate called Trevor Nunn, I decided that I’d be way out of my depth and didn’t even apply for membership.

         Varsity was the university newspaper, run by students, and next I tried writing for it. I won a competition for the best freshman article (the competition must have been poor or non-existent) and was offered a ‘job’ as a reporter. The editor was the slightly stooping Benedict Nightingale, theatre critic of The Times until his retirement last year, who seemed like a world-weary denizen of Fleet Street even at the age of twenty. The news editor was a large, cheerful, feckless youth with big square glasses. His name was Peter Pagnamenta. If the paper was short of news he drummed up sensational stories: when the Ballet Rambert came to the Arts Theatre he phoned up the company manager and asked if it was true that their prima ballerina had landed so heavily in a pas de deux that she’d gone through the stage floor. Gleefully, he printed their denial as a story: BALLET RAMBERT DENIES BALLERINA WENT THROUGH STAGE FLOOR ON HEAVY LANDING, or words to that effect. Peter went on to become an editor, not of the Sun but of the BBC’s highly respectable Panorama. I decided that purveying half-truths in print was not one of my ambitions.

         Instead I joined the University Jazz Band, a harmlessly pot-smoking and mildly delusional group. At one of the parties where we played a gig there was also a cabaret, a sophisticated word that I had always associated with Maurice Chevalier and topless Parisian showgirls. It turned out to mean a twenty-minute turn by two exceptionally tall young comedians. One was bearded, lantern-jawed and had piercing, round, staring eyes, and the other was blond and clumsy with big feet, sucking a pipe, whose awkward movement reminded me of Jacques Tati in Monsieur Hulot’s Holiday. They were funny. I assumed they were professional comedians and wondered how and why they were there, but it turned out that one was a law student named John Cleese and the other a medic named Graham Chapman. They were members of the Footlights Club, which I had heard of because I’d seen Beyond the Fringe just before I went up to Cambridge and I’d read that Peter Cook, Jonathan Miller and David Frost had been members of it.

         In my first year I had seen a number of ADC plays and discovered that all the confident talk at the freshers’ meeting didn’t actually amount to much. The acting was not that good and I needn’t have been so humble. I decided to try my hand at acting and I was cast in Chekhov’s Ivanov. Ivanov was played by a skinny Parsee future actor named Saam Dastoor, who slept on the floor of his rooms because a mattress was too comfortable. Too comfortable is a concept that I have yet to understand.

         Also in my new circle of friends was Richard Eyre, a shy and introverted would-be actor who seemed to me to have little or no chance of success in his chosen profession. Stephen Frears (a law student like me, Cleese and Tim Brooke-Taylor) was also in Ivanov, and the following term he directed the old West End musical Expresso Bongo, written by Monty Norman and Julian More. Eyre played Bongo Herbert, the rock star, and seemed profoundly embarrassed by the experience.

         Steve Frears was also curiously private; he had a shock of dark hair, a superior, brooding manner and a protruding, pouting lower lip. There were rumours that his family owned Frears Biscuits and that he was very rich, but I saw no sign of it. He was secretive and gave the impression that he was full of important thoughts. I played drums, led the band and was the musical director. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing, but the production turned out fine and people enjoyed it.

         Pembroke, my college, was known as the comedy college. Eric Idle, a lanky, skinny youth with a slight Midlands accent, a sweet smile and an endearing personality, buttonholed me about doing a sketch with him at the Pembroke smoker that spring. A ‘smoker’ was a sketch show, produced once a year by the Pembroke Players, accompanied by much drinking and all in black tie. This event had assumed minor importance in Cambridge because Peter Cook had recently been at Pembroke and now Tim Brooke-Taylor and Bill Oddie were there. Eric suggested to me that we write something funny together. I didn’t know how, and said no. Eric was undaunted, and soon returned with a sketch about two guards on duty outside Buckingham Palace.

         33. If you want to be a writer, start writing and keep writing.

         I was impressed. About fifteen years ago I found the page with the sketch on it at the bottom of a drawer. I had it framed and gave it to Eric for his birthday, the first sketch he ever wrote.

         Eric went to talk to Bill Oddie, a jazz enthusiast whom I had often seen lurking shyly in dark corners at the Jazz Club. I liked Bill instantly. Stocky, diminutive and, like Eric, a grammar-school boy from somewhere around Birmingham, he was extremely reserved even on stage, and had four interests in life: bird-watching, playing rugby, music and writing funny material. I couldn’t see much point in the first two8 and didn’t know how he did the fourth. Tim was unlike Bill in every way – effortlessly upper-middle class, blond, smooth and an amusing speechmaker. Eric, Bill and I, all natural outsiders, slowly became friends. My funny turn with Eric in his sketch was well received, and Bill encouraged us to do it at the next Footlights smoker.

         The Footlights Dramatic Club is a 120-year-old Cambridge institution. Essentially a comedy club, many of its alumni over the years have become mainstays of British comedy.9 The clubroom was above a fishmonger’s, approached through Falcon Yard off Petty Cury, since demolished for a new shopping mall. Though the whiff of old fish wafting up through the windows was less than appealing on a hot day, it was the cool place to have lunch because the membership was so exclusive. The only way to join the Footlights Club in those days was to make the committee laugh at a smoker.

         Women were excluded from Footlights membership, though not from lunch. For the first time, I realised how conservative comedians can be.

         34. Comedy, I’m sorry to say, is not necessarily subversive. It can be reactionary.

         I had naively assumed that comedy is created by satirists who are critical of the way things are; I now saw that comedy could equally be created by angry reactionaries who resent change. This came as a disappointment to me. Most of the would-be comedians in the Footlights were in the opposite political corner from me and the jazzniks, who were all lefties.

         There was a campaign to allow women to join the Footlights, which was opposed by numerous incipient funnymen on the grounds that ‘women aren’t funny’ or ‘can’t we have somewhere to go to get away from women?’ Both arguments were idiotic, the latter because twenty out of the twenty-three Cambridge colleges were all-male. And who, I wondered, would want to get away from women? I spent my entire waking life trying to work out how to get as close to them as possible.

         Many of those opposed to women joining the club had been to boys’ boarding schools and were deeply apprehensive about the opposite sex. This was understandable, as some of the women who wanted to join were pretty scary, including a short, stout, foul-mouthed, entertaining lesbian called Miriam Margolyes and a tall, gangling, foul-mouthed, entertaining Australian called Germaine Greer. I knew Miriam well and Germaine hardly at all, but I liked them both. They shook things up a bit. When Eric became President of the club in our last year, women were immediately invited to join.

         35. It is hazardous to your career to make sexist jokes about women.

         But you can make them about men. Straight men, of course, not gay men.

         There are fashions in sexist jokes. In the sixties, many jokes were made by men about large boobs, knockers, tits, hooters and other euphemisms. Today it is considered bad taste to make a joke about big breasts, or any other kind of breast. This has been one of the great successes of the women’s movement. Curiously, those jokes have now been replaced by jokes about small penises. These jokes are acceptable, and indeed appear to be almost mandatory for male comedians to demonstrate how enlightened they are. These jokes can, of course, be made by both men and women.

         My own personal rule is: Avoid breasts and penises, unless the joke is original and funny. Which is rare indeed. And remember:

         36. There is no such thing as bad taste.

         Something is funny, or it’s not funny. When comedy is funny, it tells a truth that might otherwise not be told. ‘Bad taste’ is simply a way of describing when a joke has crossed the line into ‘not funny’.

         LA’s Hillcrest Country Club was founded in 1920 by a group of Jews who worked in films but were not allowed to join the LA Country Club. (They still wouldn’t be allowed to join, by the way.) It is the club about which Groucho Marx famously remarked, ‘I would not join a club that would have me as a member,’ although he did join, presumably because it was the only one he could join. It is said that Groucho was offered membership at one of the other golf clubs in LA, as long as he didn’t use the swimming pool, and he replied, ‘My daughter’s only half Jewish, can she wade in up to her knees?’

         All the moguls belonged to Hillcrest: Adolph Zukor of Paramount, Harry Cohn of Columbia, and the Warner Brothers. Much important movie history took place there: Louis B. Mayer punched Sam Goldwyn in the showers, presumably leading to the break-up of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. When the club eventually decided to open up membership to non-Jews, their first choice for a new member was comedian Danny Thomas (a Lebanese Catholic). One member remarked: ‘If we’re going to let in a gentile, can’t we at least pick one who looks like a gentile?’

         I was taken to brunch at Hillcrest by Ben Landis, an elderly and entertaining uncle of the director John Landis, an original member of Hillcrest and a judge on the California Superior Court.10 He showed me the famous buffet. It was gigantic and loaded with fatty, high-calorie, delicious food: tons of cream and sour cream, eggs, red meats, breads, cheeses, ice creams of every flavour, everything you would want to eat that your cardiologist would advise against. ‘How do you like the buffet?’ Judge Landis asked me. ‘They say it has killed more Jews than Hitler!’

         I laughed. I found that funny, not offensive. I think it was because the joke was about the food, or maybe about Hitler. Although it related to the Holocaust, it did not directly refer to it. However, a joke that went around – ‘Imelda Marcos had more women’s shoes than Dachau’ – is not funny. It’s horrible, because it immediately conjures up in the mind’s eye an image of a huge pile of shoes taken from corpses, and that then summons the image of the corpses themselves.

         Are both jokes ‘in bad taste’? Who cares? I don’t. All comedy is in bad taste for somebody. The question is: Is it funny?

         37. Jews can make Jewish jokes, gays can make gay jokes, the disabled can make disabled jokes, blacks can say the n-word … and so on.

         This privilege is slight compensation for all the concomitant indignities. It is dangerous for others to make these jokes. Anyone, however, is allowed to make jokes about anyone who is not perceived as a member of a minority or victim group. And one last thing:

         38. Everybody in the US has a moral duty to make jokes about Republicans.

         
            * * *

         

         Right after my second-year law exams was the annual Footlights Revue at the Arts Theatre. It was called A Clump of Plinths, and it was the revue which launched the careers of John Cleese, Graham Chapman, Bill Oddie, Tim Brooke-Taylor, David Hatch11 and Jo Kendall. Not me. I played the drums, in the orchestra pit. It was there that I came across my first rule of comedy – not the most important, but the first I learned:

         39. If the band – or the film crew – laugh loudly at a joke, you should probably cut it.

         The band will only laugh at any new line which is a variation of the original. This is because they are so bored. But usually, to find the variation funny, you have to know what was there before. It is what vaudeville comedians used to call ‘bananas on bananas’. A joke on a joke. Hilarious to insiders, baffling to everyone else.

         Most comedians take years of trial and error to find their own comic style, but Cleese burst onto the Arts Theatre stage with his unique persona of British inhibition and repressed rage fully realised. Coupled with his characteristic bizarre and insane movement, his comedy has remained essentially unchanged ever since, though of course it gained dimension and depth eleven years later when he wrote the first Fawlty Towers series with his wife Connie Booth, and the second series four years after that with his ex-wife Connie Booth. Some of his performances in that 1963 Footlights revue show – the uptight colonial married couple John and Mary on a humid Far Eastern porch (later it became a staple of I’m Sorry, I’ll Read That Again), his MI5 spymaster interviewing a candidate, his ‘BBC BC’ biblical weather report forecasting the Ten Plagues (‘And moving in from the South-South-West: boils!’) – were as funny as anything he’s ever done.

         A Clump of Plinths got sensational reviews in a couple of national newspapers and attracted the attention of Michael White, a well-heeled, drawling, twenty-seven-year-old producer with lazy charm, a man so laid back as to be virtually horizontal. He was a gambler. He loved poker. His father broke the bank at Cannes and he was brought up in great splendour in Switzerland. Like Sky Masterson in Guys and Dolls, he would have bet on which raindrop would get to the bottom of the window first. He had already produced three or four minor but interesting West End shows, most recently The Connection, a controversial play with jazz about drug addiction, and he offered to take the Footlights into the West End. The title was changed to Cambridge Circus. It opened in the West End to mixed reviews, but more good than bad. All the critics proclaimed Bill Oddie the star of the show, which irritated Cleese. It was because of John and Bill, two exceedingly angry people at that time – John’s rage was repressed and Bill’s was right out there – that I began to get some insight into one of the basic facts about comedians and comedy writers:

         40. All comedians and comedy writers are angry.

         They may not realise it. They may be in denial. They may repress their anger or they may release its full destructive power. They may not show it if they’re getting older, have had therapy or simply mellowed with age or success. But they are or were angry: I have met hundreds, worked closely with many and lived with myself. In my experience it’s invariable.

         It is pretty well agreed among psychologists and psychotherapists of all stripes that everybody has, deep down, some primitive murderous rage from their childhood, a repressed desire to kill parents or siblings. I’m not talking about tantrums. Rage is not acceptable in our society, and we seldom express it as children because we are required to be ‘good’, so we have to find other outlets as we mature. If it is expressed in a safe place, like a therapist’s office, a good marriage or a script, then the guilt or shame about it may diminish, and so will the sadness, the depression and the need for anger management.

         41. Comedy is an outlet for rage, a way to say or do things that ‘shouldn’t’ be said or done.

         Many people to whom rage is forbidden, and who are powerless to express it for personal or cultural reasons, or both, turn it against themselves. Shame is the result. This shame, in turn, causes profound sadness. In a psychological nutshell, this is why some people who are aggressive, or prone to depression, melancholy and despair become comedians: they are trying to express their rage in a way that doesn’t make them feel guilty.

         Thus anger can be healthier than sadness. But it runs the big risk of upsetting people. This is why it is usually transmuted into comedy. It’s safer that way.

         For most people who do it professionally, comedy is an outlet for anger but not, unfortunately, a cure. They are usually unaware of it: the rage is displaced into mother-in-law jokes, spouse jokes (‘Take my wife. Please.’) and jokes against all institutions of society.

         42. Comedy attacks the institutions of society.

         Comedy makes fun of marriage, in-laws, the family, the courts, the police, the military, the Church, academia, the prison system, politicians and everyone in public life. Art is criticism of life, and comedy is criticism by ridicule. 





OEBPS/9780571277971_cover_epub.jpg
‘Stayed up half the night reading it . . . loved it.
It’s about WHAT I DOY’ Steve Martin

FROMTHE
CAMBRIDGE
FOOTLIGHTS

YES PRIME
MINISTE






OEBPS/faberandfaber_online.png
fi

faber and faber





