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            Preface

         

         
            ‘May you live in interesting times.’

            ANCIENT CHINESE CURSE, 2000 BC

            
                

            

            ‘You were only supposed to blow the bloody doors off!’

            SARAH VINE ON THE EU REFERENDUM, 24 JUNE 2016

            
                

            

            ‘Twat!’

            DANNY DYER ON DAVID CAMERON, 27 JUNE 2018

         

         My first book of collected columns, Content Provider, written in the five years between April 2011 and April 2016, compiled supposedly humorous prose and charted my attempts to discover a ‘columnist voice’. This period seems so long ago now, a time before Brexit and Trump, and the daily concerns of the era suddenly appear to be largely trivial, the luxurious petty anxieties of the concerned citizen of a relatively stable liberal democracy, and one who had access to as much insulin as he could drink.

         Conveniently, from April 2016 onwards, I found the focus of my semi-regular newspaper columns became almost monomaniacally fixated upon Brexit; and my stand-up comedy live work – principally the 2016–18 touring show, also called Content Provider – couldn’t escape the referendum’s toilet-flush pull either, however far I stuffed my hand down the news bowl.

         Whatever our position on the referendum, I am sure we have all lost friends over Brexit. I hope so anyway. Today, I see these losses not as some terrible tragedy, but as a necessary cull, a chopping away of dead wood, a winnowing of chaff. In the three years since the EU referendum, I find myself increasingly furious, cynical and depressed. I am politically homeless. I wish I spoke another language or had some transferable skills – tanning hide perhaps, or contemporary dance – so I could gather up my family and start again, somewhere far away.

         I don’t recognise my country or many of the people I thought I knew. And I am not sure I recognise myself any more, and the angry, disillusioned person I have become in reality, rather than just on stage. I also seem to have put on a lot of weight, developed high blood pressure and erectile dysfunction, become partially blind and gone completely grey, all of which I also blame on Brexit in general, and Jacob Rees-Mogg specifically.

         I aimed to hand the edited and completed manuscript of this book in to my high-class literary publishers, Faber & Fucking Faber, of Bloomsbury, on the day we were due to leave the EU, Friday 29 March 2019. And I aimed to do this irrespective of whether that bold leap into the void had finally been made, deal or no deal, Brexit or no Brexit. I didn’t want there to be time to further reassess the book’s contents in the light of whatever happened next. And that is what I have done.

         It is for others who come after me – perhaps alien historians alighting on our burned and lifeless planet millions of years in the future – to decide if the work collected herein represents a valuable and enlightening study of this tumultuous time in the rich pageant of our island nation’s spangled history, or if it is just a load of old stuff all mashed up. And maybe this book will become the basis of an alien religion, a death cult no less. And I will be its prophet, the Lawgiver.

         With a view towards shaping the inevitable book-length collection into a coherent whole, I tried, throughout the last three years of writing the columns, to concentrate on certain themes and recurring characters. And in assembling this collection I have tried, dishonestly, but to the best of my ability, to remove any columns that didn’t shadow the story of Brexit. In Part II of the book, which deals with the live work I generated since the referendum, footnotes indicate how it was both sabotaged and shaped by the wet hand of Brexit. Rarely has a minor celebrity’s cash-in book creaked so loudly under such a lofty weight of intent.

         Now, together, let us start to heal this divided land.

         
             

         

         Stewart Lee, writer/clown

         Stoke Newington, March 2019 

      

   


   
      
         

            PART I:

            
BREXIT IN PRINT

2016–2019


         

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         I always maintain that I take on a persona when writing columns for the Observer: that of an adopted man, from a relatively normal social background, who is an obvious victim of imposter syndrome. I don’t so much write the columns as transcribe them. The adopted man stands at my shoulder, just out of sight, biting his nails and chewing the inside of his face, mumbling things into my ear, some of which I mishear. He simply can’t believe he is being employed by a posh left-leaning newspaper that his own parents wouldn’t have read, and knows there has been some mistake.1 Thus, he tries to compensate by employing over-finessed language and attempting to give a good account of himself, politically and intellectually, aware that he is being scrutinised by his betters. 

         Obviously, as this persona is the same as me, it is not a massive stretch to channel it, although I am surprised this other me hasn’t been sacked. What is true of both the columnist and the stand-up characters of me is that over the period of producing work in the interregnum between the EU referendum, in June 2016, and the supposed activation of Article 50, in March 2019, both became increasingly angry, bitter and incoherent.

         Similarly, the comments on the newspaper columns included here, from members of the public who uploaded their views to social media or the paper’s website,2 while often astute in identifying weaknesses in the work, also become more frenzied as the months pass, as if we are witnessing a collective national unravelling of sense. Many of them, it is increasingly clear, are also the work of anonymous agents, perhaps hired for the purpose, intent on advancing very specific disruptive processes on behalf of unnamed paymasters.

         The only voice you can trust in this entire book is the one the footnotes are written in, which seems to be pursuing its own agenda: an autobiographical unburdening intent on setting various stories straight, as if the author, now suddenly finding himself in his fifties and watching the world he knows fall apart and decay as he himself in turn falls apart and decays, can sense death on the horizon and wants to leave his personal effects in order, to minimise the inconvenience caused to his family.

         And this? This is this.

         
            1 I was initially brought in to the Observer’s Sunday funnies slot to fill in for David Mitchell’s absences, not, as online commenters suggest, as a replacement for Frankie Boyle and his writing team, who produced weekly columns for the Sun until September 2013, and occasional ones for the Guardian since. With so many comedians producing newspaper column content, their minor-celebrity status driving traffic through a dead medium, it does get confusing. Mark Steel in the Independent is the best of the comedian columnists, and Marina Hyde is the best of the legitimate journalist-humourists. Even though I have gradually been promoted to a fifty–fifty share of the Observer column, like a divorced dad given greater access to the kids having conquered his drinking, in my mind I will always think of it as David Mitchell’s column and of myself as a kind of cat that does a smell in David Mitchell’s lovely garden and then goes back over the fence where it belongs. I couldn’t cope with the responsibility of being a newspaper columnist otherwise. My whole professional life, it seems to me as I enter my sixth decade on this planet, has been an act of cowardly retreat from commitments and opportunities, deludedly disguised as legitimate moral objections, which accidentally coalesced into a successful career. I find myself with a beautiful spouse, with a beautiful life, and I ask myself, ‘How did I get here?’ And I say to myself, ‘Great Scott! What have I done?’

            2 Unless otherwise attributed, all the readers’ comments are from the online editions of the publication the pieces appeared in.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            The EU debate is a cynical battle of big beasts, not belief

            1 May 2016

         

         Last weekend I found myself trapped on an isolated, monster-infested Pacific atoll with a pair of twin psychic Japanese school-girls. A skyscraper-sized lizard, with three fire-breathing heads, the result of careless radioactive experiments in the ’50s, and now a huge and clumsy metaphor for both the dangers of human scientific meddling with Mother Nature and post-war Japanese identity anxiety, had cornered us in a cave on the beach.1

         My new friends Lora and Moll hoped to summon to our aid a gigantic moth, with roughly the dimensions of an airship, over which they exercised a strange interspecies erotic sway. Anticipating this titanic struggle of equally matched opponents, each driven by blind instinct and insensible to reason, my thoughts naturally turned to June’s forthcoming Brexit vote.

         Arguments about Brexit are tearing my family apart. In March, drunk in the late dark, and loose on the Internet, I had ordered a European flag from Amazon, intending to fly it from the roof come the week of the Eurovote, so as to annoy any divs living locally.

         But I forgot about the flag and left it on the sofa, and now the cat has taken to sleeping under it.2 Which is odd, as previously he was an avowed Eurosceptic, and would hiss aggressively whenever I put any European free jazz on the stereo. Indeed, we have on occasion used Günter ‘Baby’ Sommer’s Hörmusik solo percussion album to drive him from the room when he made a smell.3 

         In a heated late-night argument with my pro-Brexit stepbrother two weeks ago, I used the contented cat’s obvious happiness underneath the European flag to show him how Europe could shelter and comfort us, like cats under a flag. My stepbrother, brilliantly, snatched the European flag off the cat’s back to show how the creature, and by association the nation, was quite capable of functioning without the embrace of Europe. I think this is an example of the kind of easy-to-understand argument the British public claim has been denied them in favour of tedious figures and facts about trade, environmental legislation, human rights and immigration.

         The cat looked annoyed and eyed both of us with resentment. Already, the Brexit debate is tearing families apart, stepbrother against stepbrother, stepbrother against stepbrother-in-law, stepbrother-in-law against stepcat. ‘Shouldn’t you be in Japan by now, anyway?’ he said, throwing my flag on the fire.

         A few days later I arrived in the so-called Land of the Rising Sun for a meeting with the famous Studio Haino, who had begun work on an anime version of my multiple BAFTA- and British Comedy Award-winning BBC2 series, Stewart Lee’s Comedy Vehicle, which they believed would play well with young Asian hipsters, jaded geisha and disillusioned samurai.4

         Because Fuck! Stewart Lee Pee-Pee Charabanc (the literal Japanese translation of Studio Haino’s new title for the show) was already expected to be a big hit, various merchandise spin-offs were almost up and running. A string of love beads, each sporting a different picture of my face, is already available in Japanese adult stores.

         And since January I have been wearing four or five new pairs of pants a day, all of which will eventually take pride of place, when suitably soiled, in vending machines on the streets of Tokyo’s most fashionable districts.

         My wife, of course, finds this turn of events ridiculous, but she will be laughing on the other side of her stupid face when the flyblown briefs she currently uses as dishcloths become priceless collector’s items.

         And in the increasingly likely event of a British Brexit, the sale of these fetishised items will then fund our family’s relocation to the newly independent free Scotland, from where I will harry the airwaves of England and Wales with liberally biased left-wing satire, the Lord Haw-Haw of sparkling-wine socialism.

         In retrospect, the scrum of the Scottish independence referendum looks dignified compared to the dirty war of Brexit. In Scotland, politicians on both sides of the divide at least seemed sincere in their beliefs, rather than selfishly using the nation’s concerns about its future to try and secure theirs. 

         Indeed, the day when Boris Johnson cynically accused the pro-Europe and ‘part-Kenyan’ President Obama of being ancestrally ill-disposed towards Britain marks the moment at which the mayor of London changed from being merely a twat into a full-blown cunt.

         It is appropriate to describe Boris Johnson with pure witless swearing, for that is all he deserves. He is of a political class where any insult, no matter how vicious, is acceptable, if it is delivered with the rhetorical flourishes and classical allusions of the public-school debating society. Hence, Cameron can scornfully sneer at Jeremy Corbyn and describe Dennis Skinner as a dinosaur, yet the venerable beast himself is dismissed from the house when he calls Cameron merely ‘dodgy’.

         The problem for the pro-Europe voter currently is that while obviously despising Cameron as both a person and a politician, one nonetheless wants him to prevail over Johnson, Gove, Iain Duncan Smith and the Brexit camp.

         And as the giant moth arrived above the beach, momentarily blocking out the Japanese sun itself, and set about the three-headed lizard with electric rays from its head, I continued to ponder the Brexit campaign.

         ‘Did he who made the lamb make thee?’ asks William Blake of the Tyger. It was instinct that drove the moth and the lizard to fight, not ethics. They were as they were. Likewise, Johnson’s Brexit position represents only a fight for personal betterment, not a considered view on Europe.5

         There is an African fly that lays its eggs in the jelly of children’s eyes, the hatching larvae blinding them by feeding on the eye itself. But the fly has no quarrel with the child. It is merely following its nature.

         Likewise, Boris Johnson, a vile grub laying his horrible eggs in the soft jelly of the EU debate, has no agenda beyond his own advancement. He believes in nothing, and neither does his spiritual soulmate, the eye-scoffing African fly.

         We cowered in our cave, the twins and I, and watched the combat of the monsters. The honest open war of the giant moth and three-headed lizard made Prime Minister’s Questions seem contrived and banal. The earth shook beneath their feet, triggering tidal waves and rivers of lava from the atoll’s smouldering volcano; vast explosions of startled birds scarred the sky; the landscape cracked. There was no ‘Mr Speaker’, no ‘order, order’, no classical allusion and no drawing-room wit. There was only war, terrible war.
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            Can we please keep this sort of hysteria out of the EU debate? We need sober analysis and reflection, not this. Richard Whittington

            Stewart Lee: a propagandist masquerading as a comedian, who is promoted as sophisticated and as a confidence trick to make people buy into the narrative. Williebaldtschmidt 

            I suppose everyone has a right to write as much unfunny, impenetrable gobbledygook mas they judge will make them rich and famous. Freespeechoneeach

            Painfully unfunny as per usual. Markb35

            It’s worth saying that Japan had a vending machine selling used schoolgirl’s panties for only about three weeks 20 years ago. But if you do allow that even for a number of days, don’t be surprised if people never let you live it down. Saintexmin

            If your country had been razed by the elective, arguably unnecessary, use of multiple nuclear weapons from a country that thinks of itself as a God, perhaps you would see the fictional radioactive God-named creature destroying your country as representing something more tangible than a clumsy ‘mother nature’ thing. As Japanese Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto said of Godzilla in Mothra II – Bora! Bora! Bora!, ‘I fear we have awoken a sleeping giant and filled him with a great and terrible resolve.’ Plantphotonics420

            Poppycock. Ferdinand8

            Typical public school socialist. Kontrol

            ‘Want stories like this in your inbox?’, it reads at the bottom of the article. What? Do I want more stories about giant three headed lizards fighting to the death with giant moths with X Ray eyes that also manage to describe Boris Johnson as an eye eating grub laying vile eggs in the EU membership debate? Are you kidding? Of course I do! Have you actually got any though? Tybo

            Stuart, you are a total arse using ‘pro-Europe’ for ‘pro-EU.’ It occurred to us last night that calling the EU ‘Europe’ is like calling NATO ‘the Atlantic ocean,’ or FIFA ‘Earth.’ Jean Noir

            That was three minutes I will never get back. Mustapha Mondeo

            To become an ‘edgy, funny comedian’ in Guardianista terms you have to say ‘Thatch was evil’ every couple of minutes in the Guardian or on Radio 4. This, apparently, is biting satire at its finest and is, hilariously, deemed to be ‘courageous’ and ‘anti-establishment’. The Guardian seems determined to identify and boost the careers of people striving to achieve the title of ‘the left’s Bernard Manning’. Campbellgoebells

            Stewart Lee – another smug, millionaire Marxist from the well heeled comedy establishment. Henry Clift

            This probably the most ridiculous article I have seen! Can’t the remainers come up with any sensible arguments about the issues? Jemima15

            You too? Underwear turned into dishcloth (by being cut in half)? Trouble is the dishcloth ones often end up back in my underwear drawer, so on a dark winters morning I frequently find myself trying to struggle into tatty half-sized briefs with no leg holes. Cloud9cuckoo

         

         
            1 From 1977 onwards, the Midlands television region had a slot called ‘The ATV Thursday Picture Show’, broadcasting innocuous movies from 4.30 p.m. to 6 p.m., after school. In my favourites, the giant monster epics of Japan’s Toho studios, skilled kabuki theatre practitioners in rubber lizard suits battled giant canvas moths and massive stucco lobsters in the beautiful ruins of miniature hand-crafted cityscapes. I was lucky enough to be able to recreate my childhood enthusiasm for the genre in a film item for series two of Stewart Lee’s Comedy Vehicle, in which I, dressed in a half-Godzilla costume, attacked the physical theatre performer Rob Thirtle (Space Precinct, Brum, Philip Glass’s Satyagraha), who appeared as some kind of crustacean, with a shopping bag. These Japanese monster performances still move me more than any computer-generated artifice because I can see the human hand at work. I would rush home from Widney Junior School every Thursday, let myself in with the flowerpot latchkey and make toast, my mum still at work, ready for the highlight of the week. My favourite Japanese monster movie was Jun Fukuda’s 1967 effort Son of Godzilla, in which Godzilla fights giant web-shooting spiders to save his ugly turnip-faced crying son, Minilla. My own father wasn’t around much when I was young, and Godzilla taught me everything I know about parenting. You basically roar and stomp and everything works out in the end, as long as you love your kids and make sure that they know that. For God’s sake, make sure that they know that. And kill any lobster that threatens them. Burn it! Burn its face off!!

            2 This cat died in mysterious circumstances in 2017. We were all inconsolably distraught, to the point where friends and relatives must have worried that we had lost all sense of perspective. But for the first ten years of our marriage, my wife and I toured our stand-up acts relentlessly, trying to consolidate our appeal before it was too late, one of us away performing, the other at home parenting tiny children, in lonely rotation. And that cat was a constant, the family member you saw when you got in at 4 a.m. from Telford, waiting to greet you and welcome you home. He was a conduit that closed all four of us into a circle. How many substandard spaghetti westerns did I watch in the small hours, with the cat my only companion? How many late nights would I have spent drinking alone to kill the post-show adrenaline, like some sad alcoholic, unless that cat had been sitting up with me, making a legitimate social event of what would otherwise have been evidence of a gradual slide into a terrible addiction? ‘Have you caught any mice today?’ I would ask him. That cat saved our marriage, I suspect, and when he knew we would be OK, he sensed his work was done and took himself away. Anyone who doesn’t like cats must be dead inside.

            3 A few years ago I was with a group of improvised-music practitioners on a train to Bexhill-on-Sea, where we were due to interpret the works of John Cage, when the subject of the East German free-jazz drummer Günter ‘Baby’ Sommer came up. Don’t you wish you lived my life? Some of the group were convinced that because he seemed able to travel regularly from the Eastern Bloc to collaborate with free-jazz musicians in the West before the Wall came down, Baby must have been a Stasi agent, reporting back on the political persuasions of his co-workers. The conversation was speculative, free-flowing and fun, until the spouse of one of the younger musicians used his mobile phone to discover that yes, there was a suspicion that Günter was an undercover jazz drummer, and so the fun ended, another flight of fancy killed by modern technology. It is vagueness that makes the magic happen.

            4 There is no Japanese version of Stewart Lee’s Comedy Vehicle, though much of my stand-up appears on YouTube with handmade Russian subtitles, and a Russian comedy fan has had a tattoo of one of my jokes, about the ’70s Liverpudlian comedian Tom O’Connor, done on his arm, despite none of my work, or that of Tom O’Connor, being available commercially in Russia. How did I get here?

            5 Last year, I organised a benefit to raise money for a memorial stone for William Blake, my favourite autodidact poet-artist, even though I suspect he would have been a Leave voter. I couldn’t attend the unveiling, which was lucky, as I was frightened of a lot of the people who were going to be there, but the William Blake Society gave me an impressive chunk of the leftover marble, inscribed with a gilded ‘B’ by the engraver, which I was able to pretend was a birthday present I had had specially made for my wife.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            I’m not saying Michael Gove is a bit of an animal but …

            19 June 2016

         

         The so-called EU referendum debate on so-called ITV (let us not dignify either by naming them) filled me and all my ABC1 liberal friends with despair. Oh! The humanity!! Drunk on Belgian wine, I watched the Barrier Reef of the Britain I know bleach to nothing in the twin glare of Brexit’s burning certainties and Julie Etchingham’s gleaming teeth.

         Leave had no arguments or facts, just pornographically arousing soundbites and lies they knew were lies, but which they calculated might stick to a wall in a depressed town somewhere, if flung with enough force, like compacted pellets of Priti Patel’s shit.

         Even Remain’s Amber Rudd, the Countess Bathory of Energy and Climate, seemed clever by comparison to Boris Johnson, who managed to make the word ‘expert’ a pejorative term. Nonetheless, it was bleakly obvious that the audience’s disillusion led them to favour the Leavers’ lies.

         I wondered how Leave could rationalise their blind stab in the dark and live with the untruths they had told. And my mind turned again to Michael Gove, who, to put their relationship in terms of Gove’s beloved Dennis Wheatley, is the supplicant Simon Aaron to Johnson’s satanic Mocata, their joint prize the mummified phallus of Conservative Party power. ‘Only they who love without desire shall have power granted them in their darkest hour!’

         As I have confessed before, in 1992 I was a gag writer on a doomed Channel 4 show, A Pig in a Poke. The experimental satire programme broke new ground by positioning its performers on balsa ladders in a smoke-filled Bat Cave, while they delivered belligerent journalistic monologues to camera, the stylistic integrity of which I and the comedian Richard Herring were encouraged to compromise with jokes.1

         Lucky Richard was assigned to Poke’s most affable hosts, the restaurant critic Tracey MacLeod and her colleague, the rapper LL Cool J,2 who plied him with fudge and polystyrene3 all day, while I was understandably ignored by my master, a capable young comic newspaper columnist called Michael Andrew Fizzwigg Gove. 

         Gove attended one writers’ roundtable meeting a week, where all he did was badger the producers to book the former BBC newsreader Jan Leeming, upon whom he was oddly fixated, before leaving with all the office washroom’s toilet rolls secreted in his satchel.

         Instead of asking me for jokes, Gove would make me wait on the fire escape outside his Notting Hill flat, occasionally emerging to assign me mundane tasks, such as taking his weekly washing – usually just seven white pants, seven white vests, fourteen grey socks and one yellowing sock – to the dry-cleaners.

         One week, the old Greek couple in Dryee-Fast seemed unduly amused by Gove’s unusually bulky package. ‘Tell Michael we try and try but can’t get the stains outta the crotch this time!’ they laughed, unravelling a full-size fur suit, the reasonably realistic costume of an unidentified Gove-size rodent. I rolled up the outfit and returned it to Gove without comment. I needed this job. I couldn’t afford to rock the boat. Scruples were a luxury I didn’t have.

         Later that day, Gove suddenly appeared beside me on the fire escape, high above the Notting Hill street. He had a habit of sneaking up on you. ‘Ah, Lee,’ he said, ‘contemplating the incalculable, I see?’ ‘Mr Gove?’ I asked, as I felt his hand upon the small of my back, applying gentle pressure.

         ‘The leap, Lee. If you were to leap now, Leapy Lee, from this fire escape, what would happen?’ ‘I’d die, I think, Mr Gove,’ I answered, unsure where this line of questioning was going. ‘Perhaps,’ Gove countered, ‘and experts would agree with you, I am sure. But would it not be thrilling to find out if one could profit from such a bold leap?’ ‘There’s nothing to find out, Mr Gove,’ I replied. ‘No one could survive that leap. This is the seventh floor.’ ‘Was it not our lord Christ’, Gove hissed, returning inside, ‘who urged us to consider the lemming?’ I don’t think Christ did say that, did he? Wasn’t it ‘consider the lily’? What did Gove mean?

         The next day, Gove suddenly emerged from his room, carrying a brown parcel, and told me he was going for a walk on Wormwood Scrubs common. ‘Carry on, Lee,’ he called, ‘with whatever it is A Pig in a Poke pay you for.’ I availed myself of my absent master’s sofa and tried in vain to think of a funny introduction for Jan Leeming, should Gove’s ambition of grilling her ever find favour with the producers.

         Gove had a crackpot idea that he and Leeming should appear together, both dressed as some kind of rat, and jump off a high diving board into a swimming pool, and he had offered me a bonus, out of his own pocket, if I could contrive a scenario – somehow related to the week’s news – that would convince the producers this would be a good idea.

         In Gove’s office, his phone rang persistently, and in the end I thought it best to enter, against his strict orders, and answer it. The producer of Pig in a Poke was saying something about how Gove was needed immediately for an urgent overdub of haughty snorting, but my eyes were adjusting to the dark. Gove’s previously unseen office slowly revealed itself to me in the full depth of its demented insanity.

         Tiny, tiny … rodents – some soft and grey, some brown with black stripes, in paintings, posters, wallcharts, thumb-tacked magazine clippings and poorly executed crayon drawings, hurling themselves fatally in their thousands over the cliff of their island home; or crudely taxidermied and mounted, eyes glazed and little paws frozen stiff – on every available surface.

         Lemmings. Hundreds and hundreds of lemmings. Michael Gove was obsessed with lemmings. And I wasn’t about to let him hurl himself to his death on my watch, although had I known what he would become, to do so would have been the most moral course of action. I ran to Wormwood Scrubs common.

         On a patch of waste ground, upon a filthy mattress, prostrate beneath the abandoned silo from which he had jumped, lay Michael Gove, winded but alive, and dressed in the lemming costume – for that is what it was – that the dry-cleaners had laughed at, the crotch dark once more.

         Gove’s eyes flashed open inside the circle of fake fur that surrounded his excited face. ‘Am I dead?’ he bellowed. ‘Am I dead, Lee?’ ‘No, Michael,’ I said, ‘you’re not dead.’ ‘Experts,’ he said, ‘what do they know? Help me up, boy! Help me up!!’
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            The acceptable face of bigotry. Finnrkn

            A dreadful piece of writing, absolute rubbish. John Gibbons

            I can’t think of a single thing likeable about Michael Gove – from his obnoxious face to his obnoxious wife. Except that he’s funnier than Stewart Lee. Even his wife’s funnier than Stewart Lee. Offshoretomorrow

            What a pathetic article. It’s obviously deeply unfunny but more than that – is this part of the new culture of respect we are all supposed to be adopting at the behest of the Guardian? Linking one of our foremost Asian female polticians to sh*t seems less than tolerant to me. Joking about the death of a leading Leave politician seems a little of keeping with the national mood as well, following recent events. Pretty sick all round. Does Stewart Lee consider, on reflection, whether he made a mistake in describing Priti Patel in relation to pieces of faeces? Is that really a tolerant approach in relation to the foremost Asian woman in the Leave campaign? And how come did this article get published? Did no one read it beforehand? Progresstoleave

            Did anyone read this from start to finish? If you did you’ll never get that time back you know. Garyh001

            Latest in the line of ‘big in the nineties’ has-beens trying to make their points. Natalieben10

         

         
            1 In 1992 I was a gag writer on a short-lived Channel 4 show called Stab in the Dark. The football comedian David Baddiel, the critic Tracey MacLeod and the columnist, and soon-to-be Conservative politician, Michael Gove walked around a dimly lit industrial unit reciting televisually unfriendly monologues about the week’s news to a shifty crowd. Future podcast king Richard Herring and I, hot from Radio 4’s weekly shit satire show Weekending, were pimped to MacLeod, to insert our own leftover topical jokes into her prose. MacLeod showed us undreamed-of kindnesses, letting us write in her Battersea flat, making us lovely lunches, telling us funny showbiz anecdotes about Loudon Wainwright III and The Brinsley Schwarz, and bequeathing me her unwanted promo CDs, including my future favourite, Girlfriend by Matthew Sweet, the first of the then newfangled silver discs I ever owned. And she got Sid Griffin of the LA country-rock band The Long Ryders to sign their State of Our Union sleeve for me, albeit with such gusto and violence that he rather spoiled it. I was twenty-four years old and living the provincial-boy-loose-in-London dream. Could life get any better?

            2 I can only assume my subconscious plucked LL Cool J out of the air here to replace David Baddiel in the Stab team because in the early ’90s David Baddiel had a funny routine about LL Cool J.

            3 Richard Herring hated the sound of polystyrene, which both terrified and enraged him, so Tracey MacLeod used to hide behind parked cars in her street at the time he said he would arrive, squeaking polystyrene as he approached to scare him.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Where was Putin when Corbyn needed him?

            28 August 2016

         

         In Edinburgh, where I write this, there is concern that the city’s newly opened branch of the Kremlin-backed news agency Sputnik is intended specifically to destabilise post-Brexit English–Scottish relations. Message to Putin: ‘Don’t worry, Vladimir baby! We can handle this one ourselves!!’

         Nonetheless, let us compare the contrasting media-manipulation strategies of Putin’s Russia and, for example, the Labour Party, both of them organisations that have, at times, abandoned their left-wing core beliefs in an attempt to adapt to a shifting geopolitical landscape.

         In the autumn of 2015, it was suggested that Putin’s deliberately penis-shaped submarines, designed specifically to subconsciously exaggerate our perceptions of Russian genitalia, are poking around the transatlantic data cables to ensure the maverick anarcho-superpower’s ability to cut continental Europe off from America. Two campaigns working in opposition might then mean American media were full of phallic Russian propaganda that we in Europe weren’t actually able to view.

         On the other hand, this kind of strategy would be typical of Putin’s confusion guru Vladislav Surkov, a surrealist artist who, despite dressing like a disgraced Top Gear presenter, uses creatively chaotic double-think to sculpt our perceptions of Russia as determinedly as Richard Dreyfuss mushes mashed potato into mountains in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. 

         On the one hand, dope-fiend Russian athletes’ disqualification from the Rio feelgood festival was embarrassing; on the other, it creates the impression of a country of unpredictable law-defying crazies so convincingly Surkov himself may have masterminded it. There’s no way of knowing any more. Surkov may even have written this. I may actually be him without my even knowing it.1

         In March 2015, I wrote, for this paper, a silly fantasy about a giant statue of a naked Putin landing in my garden. Reading the below-the-line Internet comments later, I realised how thorough Russia’s determination to muddy the waters of opinion was: many of them were clearly generated by almost-literate Kremlin cyber-slaves, rather than by the usual alt-right trolls taking time off from masturbating over old videos of Toby Young on a rowing reality TV show.2

         Briefly, I adopted a strategy of writing borderline meaningless gibberish about Russia to try and provoke weird responses from the full-time Kremlin-backed commenters. Indeed, in a column about the Eurovision Song Contest three months later I discreetly included the following irrelevant paragraph:

         
            One may as well give the kosovorotka-marinading wazzocks something incomprehensible to feed to their bewildered brainstems. To me, then, Vladimir Putin is a giant, prolapsed female worker bee that sucks hot ridicule out of langoustines’ cephalothoraxes. Let’s see what crunchy, expansionist lavatory honey this notion causes the parthenogenetic Russian keyboard wendigos to inflate for us this week, in the shadow of Paul McGann and his art gnome. 

         

         The problem here was twofold. Firstly, many Observer readers found this nonsense indistinguishable from my usual writing. (As has been pointed out by contributors many times, I am no A. A. Gill. Now that man can write! Bring back Frankie!!) And, secondly, many of the pro-Putin below-the-line comments the incoherence provoked were, I suspect, actually placed by sassy readers attempting to parody the usual Kremlin posts.

         Consider, for example, this convincingly odd submission from General Dreedle: ‘Russia is very well doing without your Opra Winfrey western pornography and youre decadent music. More lies about Ukraine which was only the size of a biscuit before transsexual won.’

         Whether the supposed Observer contributor General Dreedle is real or not, the fact is Putin’s Russia has taken political propaganda to the next level, motherfuckers! Meanwhile, here at home, Jeremy Corbyn is filmed sitting on the floor of a train.

         There is a long tradition of essentially dishonest photo opportunities being used by politicians to cement policy in the public mind. Consider Margaret Thatcher in that tank in 1986; or Michael Dukakis in that tank in 1988; or John Major on that tank in 1991.

         But politicians’ photo opportunities don’t only use tanks. In 2006, David Cameron, who went on to ruin Britain for ever, was photographed in Norway hugging a husky, as he launched the barefaced lie that he was unleashing the ‘greenest government ever’. But within a few years, Theresa May would close the Department of Energy and Climate Change and, post-Piggate, Conservative propagandists would have gone to any lengths to avoid David Cameron being photographed embracing an animal.

         But instead of being photographed in a tank like a normal politician, Jeremy Corbyn last week chose to be filmed sitting on the floor of a train. While clearly intended to highlight the scandal of private rail company ownership, the Labour Party’s release of the footage gives the same two blokes that secretly write all the jokes for the comedians on all those shitty TV comedy panel shows the opportunity to observe, ‘Corbyn should have sat in his own back benches. There’s plenty of room there!’

         Our Left needs to raise its game. If you ever got to see film of Putin sprawled on public transport, every single possible interpretation of the footage would already have been minutely mapped.
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            This is very poor journalism, seemingly more interested in amusing the reader than informing them. I suggest that this ‘Stewart Lee’ – if that is his real name – should consider a career in a different field where such flights of fancy might be more welcome. Stand-up comedy, perhaps? Grover Rancid

            What a ridiculous article. More propagandist scaremongering and association with conflated ad hominem arguments with pure partisan, non-objective reporting as usual without balance. On Corbyn, Putin and by contrast our establishment. Geopolitical and national politics rhetoric combined. MSM is not only source, adapt, tell the truth or risk going under, buried by the same failing neoliberalism that gave power. Notice the same trolls are out with their Latin usernames too. Soros basement etc must be getting crowded. Equitable Effigy

            This attempt to somehow associating Corbyn with Putin is despicable. Freeblood3

            Corbyn the evil leftie – oh, how many ways can we smear him and associate him with … my god … the diabolical PUTIN!! EEEk. Laffcadio1944

            This sort of stuff is not going to play in the crucible of Brexit post-intellectualism. Howard Beale

            Sad that many Corbynistas who were previously hanging on every word of these ‘alternative comedians’ like Brand, will now find out the hard way that you don’t get a nice gig on the telly without basically conforming to the neo liberal consensus. Hugodegauche

            Does anyone still pretend to understand Lee’s stuff, or is liking it it just part of being in the Corbyn cult? John Winwin

            It’s as funny as a burning orphanage. Mr Badger1966

            Bring back Frankie. This is shit. Alan Tyndall

            Incisive writing, for once exposing the link between Putin and Corbyn. The Guardian should keep up the Russia and Putin bashing, rather than wasting time delving into meaningless social, environmental and evonomic issues that affect ordinary working people. Icelandicmaiden

            Odd piece of propaganda. Randomly tying in a hated reformer with Putin – pure Democrat playbook. Shtove

            The usual Guardian anti-Corbyn verbiage. Silvertown

            Another pathetically veiled article to bash Corbyn … Really low stuff. Forageforfood

         

         
            1 By February 2019, the terrifying conclusions of the Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee’s eighteen-month investigation into Facebook’s dissemination of ‘fake news’, and the way Russia weaponised it, made me nostalgic for comic exaggerations like this, which now just seem like statements of fact. We know without a doubt that our referendum was rigged, and yet we roll forward with its result.

            2 I thought it was just me that was being systematically trolled by Russians. It now turns out they were doing it to Western democracy in general. It’s possible some of the readers’ comments included at the end of this piece were from fake Russian accounts.

            3 The hysteria of the comments by some Corbyn loyalists here, blind to nuance and overreacting to trigger words without looking at the wider context, is tiresome and dispiriting. If indeed they are genuine Corbyn extremists, not people pretending to be Corbyn extremists to discredit the Labour Party. Who knows any more? 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            No more schmoozing with the enemy on TV shows

            20 November 2016

         

         The danger in meeting politicians is that they seem all right and then, even as a multiple award-winning comedian, it is much harder to summon up the manufactured anger required to despise them for personal commercial gain. I have a mortgage. I can’t afford to find myself thinking things like, ‘You know, Ken Clarke isn’t so bad once you get to know him.’1 Hate is money! And, like a Danish sperm donor, I have to pump it out to a deadline by the bucketful!!

         In the ’00s I had a twenty-five-minute routine about Michael Portillo looking like the Cuprinol wood stain goblin, which was gradually becoming the spine of a new three-hour show. But after I met Portillo on BBC1’s This Week, he seemed belatedly reasonable in that way that ex-Tories often do, and I found I could no longer suggest he was a wood stain goblin with any conviction. Another revenue stream ran dry.

         I don’t like going on TV, but I will make an exception for This Week, of which I am a huge fan. People always ask me what Andrew Neil’s dogs are like in real life. To answer that question once and for all, Scrubber is nice, but Molly stinks and the BBC had to hush it up when she bit Jacob Rees-Mogg in his North East Somerset constituency. Though to be fair, Rees-Mogg had subjected the dog to cruel and sustained floccinaucinihilipilification.2

         Last Sunday morning, I further compromised my embargo and appeared on Peston’s ITV politics niche, Peston’s Weekly Thought Nook™. Peston introduced himself to me while reclining in a make-up chair: ‘Hello, I’m Peston. And today I’ll be talking to ballroom-dancing politico Ed Balls and UKIP’s Suzanne Evans. Stay with me.’

         I thought Peston’s greeting oddly formal and impersonal, and then realised he was being filmed for a trailer and was addressing the British public en masse, not me individually. I felt stupid for not understanding how TV worked, like when I was little and I thought Harold Wilson could see me through the television.3

         Next, I went to the green room, which is showbiz language for the place where the stars wait their turn to go on TV with Peston, or Andrew Neil, or whoever’s show it is. In the old days it could have been Russell Harty, for example. Or Gus Honeybun.4

         The green room doesn’t have to be green, or even a room. There isn’t a green room on This Week on BBC1 in case the Daily Mail says it’s too luxurious. On This Week there’s just some chairs in a corridor and a table with old fishing magazines on it, like at the proctologist’s. ‘Andrew Neil will see you now.’ Peston is much better.

         I’m aware that writing about what happens in the green room is a betrayal of an unspoken showbiz-politics rule. Like Vegas, what happens in the green room stays in the green room. It’s supposed to be a safe space, in a theatre or at a TV studio, where performers and contributors shouldn’t feel they are being watched. Journalists went into my dressing room at the Leicester Square Theatre and reported that I used Lynx deodorant. I felt violated.

         Nowadays, I find it very difficult being in the green room with younger, newer comedians, as I feel my age and supposed status mean I am permanently required to be in presidential mode. And I mean this in the old sense of ‘presidential’, meaning magnanimous, patient and generous, rather than in the modern sense, meaning being a corrupt, pussy-grabbing racist. How quickly words change their meanings.

         In the Peston green room I sat next to Suzanne Evans from the Ukips. I tried to make small talk. She agreed that when Nigel Farage, earlier that week, had threatened to unleash a pussy-grabbing Trump sex-attack robot on Theresa May, it had been a bit much.5

         Suzanne Evans from the Ukips was wearing a giant Remembrance Day poppy made of cloth. Jeremy Corbyn came on TV wearing a tiny badge of a poppy. I said, ‘Your poppy’s massive, isn’t it, Suzanne? Jeremy Corbyn’s is tiny. He’s a traitor, isn’t he?’

         Suzanne Evans from the Ukips didn’t say much, and I worried that she had my card marked for being one of the liberal comedians that dominate all comedy now, to little or no effect in real terms. Perhaps she thought I was trying to generate material for a funny column. Which I wasn’t. At the time.

         Later on, when Marine Le Pen came on the BBC news being really, really racist, Suzanne Evans from the Ukips shook her head disapprovingly, as if Le Pen had crossed a racist line in the racist sand. I started wondering about gradations of tolerance, about how our relationship with someone, however minimal, affects our attitude towards them.

         On Christmas morning 1995, I came down to our kitchen, hungover, and the first sentence that was said to me, on Christmas morning, apropos of nothing, was: ‘You can say what you like about Hitler, but he had some good ideas. He just went about them the wrong way.’ It was Auntie Hattie, on seasonal secondment from the old people’s home, praising Hitler, on Christmas Day! On Christmas Day!! On Christmas Day in the morning!!! Sieg Heil!!!!6

         But we make allowances for the madness of our relatives, because they are little old ladies, and little old men, and are a bit confused probably; but we must not allow ourselves to make allowances for far-right politicians and their followers. Because the American woman with mixed-race kids I talk to at swimming lessons every Tuesday is afraid to go home; and the day after Brexit, in our cosy comedy community, an Asian comedian was told to go back where he came from by an emboldened heckler at the Comedy Store, historic home of politically correct alternative comedy, the sort of incident I haven’t seen since the ’80s.7

         And that’s why, after next week’s This Week, I’m not meeting any more TV politicians. These aren’t the times for self-loathing liberals to seek to understand the leaders of the global far right, or their supporters. That ship sailed when Trump put Breitbart into the White House.8 We should be in crisis-management mode.

         It’s time to reassert a fundamental principle, namely that there’s no excuse for bigotry, whichever alt-right buzzword you get Boris or Steve Bannon to rebrand it with. And if that means no more free green-room bacon sandwiches on Sunday morning for me, then so be it. We are all going to have to make sacrifices. 
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            The role of a comedian is to entertain with humour, not to preach his politics in the misguided belief that they are anything other than a professional entertainer. ID44390070

            This Week is a horror show of how far to the right any politics on the beeb has gone. In the run up to the 2015 election. Anyone, Lee included, happy to go on any be best chums with Neill & Portillo should be openly ridiculed and shamed for hob-nobbing with the enemy. Alfiehisself

            UKIP isn’t spelt with an ‘s’, who is this guy? Lukefisher

            Stewart, it’s ‘Ukip’ no ‘s’. Simples. DefendantK

            I want to hear what frankie Boyle thinks about our current predicament. Tdlx

            Give up and go home, you lost, you’re on the wrong side of history and your ‘comedy’ is not sufficiently mitigating. Notguilt

            Does anyone actually have a clue what this article is about? I know there are a lot of Lee groupies on here who will clam they enjoyed it enormously, and laughed their heads off, and saw a coruscating critique of the debased times in which we live. But did they actually have a clue what this article is about? JohnWinWin

            I have just realised that it is only Lee’s physical persona & delivery I dislike, as I quite enjoyed reading that piece. Mysteron 

            Needless to say Mr Lee attended public school followed by Oxford. I am shocked I tell you, shocked. Observer1951

            Steward said he’s had enough of meeting politicians, now he has to make money a different way. Stewart needs more money so he can pay his bank-rent. Stewart used to do stand-up like a proper comedian, now he demands Viner lets him write lefty click-bait. Stewart sits at home in the dark, underwhelmed and drifting through the abyss. Stewart wakes up at 3am to gorge on disgusting, delicious food. Stewart hopes he can fill this void one way or another. Shame those green room bacon sarnies are over. HPCMini

            A middle-class lad, out of touch with anything contrary to his own experience, seeking to characterise people who don’t agree with him as troglodytes. Reminiscent of early 19th century Tory attitudes in the face of the clamour for democracy. The aristocracy and land owners used to know what was best for the rest of us, now it’s the well-educated, middle-class liberal. Mouthymike

            Unfortunately for Stewart Lee’s mortgage it may also be time to stop allowing self-loathing liberal comedians sate our sense of horror with clever, circular rhetoric. Alexlydiate

            Do people believe the ‘aunt Hattie’ Hitler story actually happened?! Quingurzula

            Firstly, are these luvvies allowed to mention bacon butties in case it upsets the peaceful religion? Secondly, it is advisable for a comedian to actually be funny … rather than the bland ‘right on’ wallahs these days. Kloppite

         

         
            1 Ken Clarke once presented a very sympathetic radio documentary on the heroin addict jazz trumpeter Lee Morgan.

            2 I gave up appearing on This Week in 2018, about the same time as they stopped asking me to appear, like someone trying to seem victorious by quitting a job before they are sacked. Andrew Neil started firing off weird 2 a.m. tweets about left-wing bias in BBC TV comedy, while simultaneously being chairman of the Spectator. The last few times I did the show, a researcher would keep me on the phone for three hours, telling me what Andrew Neil was going to ask me, and asking me how I would respond, and then on the actual show at midnight, Neil would just ask me something mildly, and yet also impossibly, different to what was agreed, which threw the whole thing off. (I think this also annoyed Bobby Gillespie of Primal Scream, whose silent protest during the show’s closing dance number went viral.) And by the end, Michael Portillo used to just sit there with his arms folded, making a condescending face and waiting for an opportunity to interrupt, as if everything you said was beneath his consideration. Big nose! Watching the show during the Brexit era, its once invigorating levity seemed inappropriate, and most of its apparently unaccountable co-presenters were part of the problem that brought us to disaster. Its cancellation appeared to be announced on 14 February 2019, but perhaps wasn’t, and Neil began that night’s programme with a heavily editorialised speech about Churchill, clearly designed to discredit the Labour Party for perceived unpatriotic attitudes towards the war hero, before he, Portillo and The Mod Postman all ganged up on Stella Creasy, the Talulah Gosh of British politics, like rats. Both incidents revealed how the once mighty show had run its course anyway, and it had become difficult for anyone to defend it. I did used to enjoy This Week, though, and once appeared on it with the delightfully surly Scottish nationalist Pat Kane, formerly of ’80s band The Kane Gang. But I was disappointed to read on Twitter subsequently that he thought I was smelly, as he wrote, ‘Jolly end-of-term feel backstage. Got to meet (somewhat odiferous) hero Stewart Lee.’ Paddy Ashdown’s former press secretary Miranda Green was on the show too, and kept vomiting into a bin, which I now worry was something to do with me. Come to think of it, when I went with the actor Paul Putner to see the German progressive-rock band Faust at the Southbank Centre sometime in the late ’90s, he said I smelt so bad people were moving away from me. And in 1983, my mum told me I smelt of stale urine when I sat next to her once in the front seat of her Mini Metro on Whitefields Road, and that I had to go home and wash. Have I been stinking the place out my whole life? Does that explain everything?

            3 Our cat used to run round the back of the television searching for the tiny men during the widescreen gunfight sections of Sergio Leone westerns. He was twenty-eight years old. Which is fucking old for a cat. (Without the word ‘fucking’ here, this joke wouldn’t be good enough to work. It’s just a rhythmical thing, really. Nonetheless, I apologise.)

            4 Today’s digitally connected children, with all media at their fingertips, will never understand the dimension-shattering thrill of travelling to a different television region and realising they had an entirely bespoke pantheon of local television presenters and magazine programmes. It was like visiting a parallel reality, where, instead of Birmingham’s Chris Phipps talking about punk rock on Look! Hear!, there was Manchester’s Tony Wilson talking about punk rock on So It Goes. The pod-lord Richard Herring has spoken at length of the trauma of moving, as a child, from Yorkshire, where Tiswas was broadcast, to Somerset, where it wasn’t. Gus Honeybun was a birthday-announcing rabbit who once ruled the south-western television region, and who could only be seen by other children when they were on holiday there, lending him a magical air. Rumoured to be obsessed with his co-star Fern Britton, Honeybun died from auto-asphyxiation in a Honiton hotel room on New Year’s Eve 1992 after she rejected his advances, though children were told he had returned to live in the countryside like a wild rabbit. I first became aware of his work while I was in a caravan near Tenby, circa 1978, where my grandparents would take me in the school holidays, when my mum was working. Now, my middle-class son has middle-class friends who go on skiing trips at half-term. They will never know the pleasure of chips at sunset on a windswept rainy beach, with the promise of a pocket of 2ps to try and tip over an amusement arcade waterfall. But my kids will. I deny them luxurious holidays and take them to Prestatyn out of season so they will understand.

            5 Farage had intimated that Trump might not be trusted to negotiate with Theresa May safely, and there was a sexual undertone to his perceived threat.

            6 I’ve referenced this odd exchange in various media, and people always say it couldn’t have happened. It did, but I have changed the names, and I have changed them to different names on different occasions.

            7 Every Remain voter has observed evidence of the sudden shift in gear regarding what racists feel they can say in public since the referendum. Someone needs to compile some kind of archive of all this anecdotal material, so we can remember what we were like after Vote Leave uncorked the rage flask. It could be the Domesday Book of low-level anecdotal race hate.

            8 In January 2018, just over twelve months later, Trump had Breitbart’s Steve Bannon removed from the White House for criticising him in the book Fire and Fury. As a result, Bannon was free to pursue his avowed intent of creating a global infrastructure for right-wing populism, which appeared to be based on his reading of Richard Allen’s 1970s Skinhead novels.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            My Paul Nuttalls routine has floated back up the U-bend

            4 December 2016

         

         I believe it was a frog who wrote, ‘Explaining a joke is like dissecting the American writer Elwyn Brooks White. You understand it better but Elwyn Brooks White dies in the process, ideally before completing Stuart Little.’ I may have got this the wrong way round.

         I am a multiple British Comedy and Bafta Award-winning ‘comedian’. Once, my ‘comedy’ routines were written, performed and then largely forgotten. Now, they hang around the street corners of YouTube like homeless drunks, shouting and shorn of context, detached from the peculiarities of the times that shaped them, their relative merits debated enthusiastically by furious and illiterate racists from all over the globe. ‘Who is this faggot?’ Isn’t technology amazing!

         Whenever Paul Nuttalls of the Ukips hits the news, a routine I wrote about him on 25 April 2013 lurches back into involuntary digital circulation. Indeed, ‘Stewart Lee’ is now the third most popular Google appendage to Paul Nuttalls, below ‘MEP’ and above ‘wife’. (The ‘wife’ search is presumably the result of patriotic women all over England, keen to be the broodmares for a better tomorrow, checking to see if Mr Nuttalls of the Ukips is available.)

         Every time I think my Paul Nuttalls of the Ukips bit has been forgotten it returns to the public consciousness, more powerful and frightening than before, like a horrible Frankingstein, a persistent faecal clod that keeps floating back up the U-bend, or Paul Nuttalls of the Ukips himself. 

         In 2008 I wrote a forty-five-minute routine on Top Gear, imagining the presenters’ Christmas drinks ending with Clarkson kicking a tramp to death, while Hammond and May fail to intervene, laughing and filming the attack on cameraphones.1

         Predictably, every time Clarkson was nasty, the Top Gear bit accumulated more hits, the routine oddly foreshadowing the assault which was to end his BBC career. Sometimes I wonder if I am some kind of god. Does my work reflect reality, or am I actually shaping it? Was my 2008 routine a sort of sigil that ultimately drove Clarkson’s steak-crazed fists into the face of his cheese-proffering servant?

         And, in turn, was it the traffic my Paul Nuttalls routine generated over the past few years that actually raised his profile to the point where he was able to become leader of the Ukips? I wonder, typically as one of today’s self-lacerating liberals, was it I who baked this golem and sent it out to rampage around the ghetto?2

         Some routines take years to write. But the Paul Nuttalls of the Ukips routine shot out hot and fast, in one unbroken coil, like a good shit. I was running late on the morning of 25 April 2013 and so I drove my son to school, with the Today programme on the radio. Paul Nuttalls of the Ukips came on and said something odd about Bulgarians, which seemed to me an attempt to portray his hostility to immigration as a genuine concern for the Bulgarians’ own welfare. I went home and transcribed the interview from the iPlayer, and by midday the ten-minute bit, imagining the escalating absurd rhetoric of the Ukips’ opposition to Britain’s historic waves of immigration, was done. 

         In performance, I played up self-consciously to a stereotype of myself as a metropolitan liberal, angry that the lack of east European immigration would affect my ability to get cheap cups of coffee in central London, which was funny because it was true.3 And I extended my hostility to Huguenots and Anglo-Saxons4 and Neanderthal man into a general hatred of matter itself. And then I longed for a better time when not only were there no immigrants, but there was actually nothing, just a vast void. A void in which there was no crime. Obviously. 

         Because behind the practical critiques of immigration offered by the far right of today, there seems to be a more mysterious backstory, a kind of gaseous nostalgia for an imagined England that maybe never quite was, of warm beer, and old maiden aunts on bicycles, and the satisfying thwack of willow on a Gypsy’s brown face.

         The routine now bobs beyond my reach on YouTube, in a variety of different edits, some without the metaphysical coda about longing for oblivion, some with the removal of a burst of choice swearing, directed at an insolent prehistoric fish daring to come onto our land, which served crucially to leaven the polemic with ludicrous obscenity.

         My showbiz friend Andreas Schmid, of krautrock legends Faust and Birmingham post-punks The Nightingales, even alerted me to a German stand-up whose verbatim translation of the routine had scored ten times more YouTube hits than my own original, for which the young comic has since apologised.5

         The Ukips routine generated a flurry of oddly literal critiques, mistaking its intended effects for the writer’s unintended errors, their blank analysis funnier than anything one could contrive. ‘Lee is becoming so absurd’, offers a contributor to a website called Western Defence, ‘that one does have the impression the audience is laughing as much at him as with him. He adopts a (more) juvenile tone and begins singing a childish song, repeating himself all the time as usual. In an incredible display of immaturity for a 45-year-old man (perhaps befitting of the old children’s television programme Rainbow), Lee continues his song. We are now supposed to laugh at the fact that Lee is really not making any sense at all. His arguments have been fully taken to absurd extremes.’ 

         I am glad the bit has a second life and I hope it cheers people up, and perhaps takes away their fear for a moment or two. Maybe it will even sell me some tickets! But I don’t know if I could write it today. Despite having been photographed hobnobbing with the EDL, claiming he wants to see the NHS dismantled, denying climate change, not supporting the ivory trade ban and refusing to quite disavow the BNP supporters he accepts the Ukips may have assimilated, the personable Paul Nuttalls of the Ukips seems eminently electable in post-fact, hate-fuelled Britain, even with his inexplicable loathing of elephants.6

         It’s not inconceivable that in a few years’ time, former Labour supporters might be tactically voting Conservative to keep Nuttalls’s far right out. Dancing around, singing childish songs and swearing at imaginary fish as a response to the Ukips seems to belong to simpler times, when Paul Nuttalls’s avowed intent to ban comedians who did jokes about the Ukips from theatres seemed laughable. I don’t know where I’d start a half-hour set on the Ukips today. I feel depressed, defeated, and often more than a little afraid for the future. This frog is now dead.
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            Try being amusing lad. That was what ‘comedians’ used to be paid for. No need to be afraid of the future. Our Paul is the future. He is made of much sterner stuff than you give him credit for. As befits a Hillsborough survivor. He will send seismic shock waves from Wales, the Midlands and the North that will reverberate through the Palace of Westminster. The price of sushi will be astronomical. Try having toast for brekkie instead lad. Kloppite 

            i don’t get why people think stuart lee is funny. i’m a massive fan of stand up comics but i’ve never found him funny. much prefer a frankie boyle. wtfbollos

            Stuart, why don’t you get some loo paper and wipe your mouth. Mufc2014

            More echo chamber stuff … yawn. Gravyring

            Your whole act has been in the toilet bowl for years. Bobhelm

         

         
            1 Because I have no dramatic training, I acted out Clarkson kicking a tramp by kicking the floor of the stage hard and repeatedly. I did this probably over two hundred times. As a result of this (and being fat and old), my knees don’t really work now. My health has been damaged by pretending to be Jeremy Clarkson. And so has Jeremy Clarkson’s, if you think about it.

            2 The golem, again. I keep mentioning it. I have no imagination. Why can’t Czech folk tales stay in the Czech Republic, where they belong, and enrich the Czech collective subconscious, instead of coming over here and clogging up my English imagination?

            3 Many an eastern European, serving me across a counter in a hotel or railway station, has since told me how much they love this bit, before telling me they have a degree in astrophysics or something.

            4 When I performed this routine in Comedy Vehicle I quoted accurately lines in Anglo-Saxon from the ninth-century poem ‘The Wanderer’, the fatalistic outlook of which permanently informed my worldview when I studied it at university: ‘Swa cwæð eardstapa, earfeþa gemyndig, wraþra wælsleahta, winemæga hryre.’ (So spoke the Wanderer, mindful of hardships, of fierce slaughters, and the downfall of kinsmen.) Billy Childish’s literary garage-folk Medway combo The Spartan Dreggs have a deceptively beautiful setting of ‘The Wanderer’, entitled ‘So Spake the Wanderer’, on their 2012 album Coastal Command. I specifically wanted to get into Oxford University as a teenager for two reasons: firstly, because I knew the student drama society took comedy shows to the Edinburgh Fringe, and a doctor called Mark Payne, whom I did filing for on Saturday mornings, told me he had done that and it was brilliant; and secondly, to study Anglo-Saxon literature, which I turned out to be terrible at, so I was put in a special set with one other student, who was also rubbish. Weirdly, performing this routine alone means that I have probably made more practical use of my Anglo-Saxon poetry module than anyone else who studied it.

            5 Andreas Schmid’s colloquial English is so good that he is able to use the Shropshire saying ‘all round the Wrekin’ with both accuracy and regularity. He is the Henning Wehn of post-punk.

            6 In the end it was pretending to have been in the Hillsborough disaster that finished Nuttalls’s political career off. Everyone has a red line.
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