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Introduction
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“Hello. We are the Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre.”

“And so am I.”

“And so is he – shit he’s got a guitar...”

––––––––
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...is the way in which my comedy act, the Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre, have opened almost every show they’ve done. 

Since their inception in the summer of 2005, as part of the show The Sitcom Trials (about which more later), through their first appearances, to today, this has been their standard intro. 

And the one place that has heard that introduction more than any other is Edinburgh. The Edinburgh Fringe to be precise. In fact, to be even more precise, The Gilded Balloon at The Edinburgh Fringe, which has been our venue since the very start.

We, that is me and The Socks, began taking a show up to the Fringe in 2007, and we’ve continued to do so almost every year since. As this book now explains in painful detail.

This book is a collection of my blogs, or as we used to call them diaries, recording the events as they happened. Much may be mundane, but much is not. Much will be of fascinating note to anyone who’s ever taken, or wanted to take, a show to Edinburgh, much will be bewildering to those many of us who’ve never entertained so foolish a thought.

Though the Socks continue to tour their show through the rest of the year, after the Fringe and then, because of how years work, before the Fringe, I’ve concentrated in this book on those blogs written during the Fringe itself, or in the pre-Fringe run-up that is an essential part of putting a show together.

I hope you find this in some way entertaining and/or educational. If it can be both, hallelujah.

––––––––
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Kev F Sutherland

Writer and performer, Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre
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Edinburgh Fringe - 15 bumps down the slippery slope
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August 2017. I was missing performing at Edinburgh for the first time in half a dozen years, so I took the opportunity to write this a pocket history of the Fringe itself, lest anyone should wonder where our adventure takes place.

[image: image]

The most common complaints about the Edinburgh Fringe are that is too large and unwieldy, and that Comedy dominates it to the detriment of other artforms. This is quite possibly undeniable. But how did it get to be so? Let me have a look, possibly unscientifically but hopefully objectively, at some of the steps along the way that have led to the Edinburgh Fringe as we find it today.

1947 – Fringe and Festival start.

The word ‘Fringe’ however, hasn’t been coined yet.

1948 – The term ‘Fringe’ is coined

The term ‘Fringe’ is coined thus by Robert Kemp in the Edinburgh Evening News: “Round the fringe of official Festival drama there seems to be more private enterprise than before.” This term goes on to develop the meaning of Alternative Theatre. Fringe Theatre is then exported from Edinburgh to London, and to the rest of the world, by the likes of Joan Littlewood who brings a company up in 1949.

1958 – First Free Fringe

Yehudi Menuhin creates the Free Fringe. Or tries to. Menuhin hires the Embassy Cinema in Pilton and wants to make admission free. A legal technicality prevents this, meaning the one-off performance was staged at a shilling per ticket, still well below the price of the Kings, the Lyceum, or the Playhouse. The place was packed, and he knew he’d succeeded in reaching non-Festival punters when "to Menuhin's delight, they clapped in all the wrong places."

1960 – Beyond The Fringe.

Part of the official Festival, as we all know, but establishing the implicit link between Fringe and comedy forever more. The Cambridge Footlights, The Oxford Revue and other University groups had been coming to Edinburgh with their amateur shows from the start. It was in the 1960s that Edinburgh began to be a showcase for their talents.

1966 – David Frost comes to town.

You can blame David Frost for many things, and bringing together of Edinburgh comedians and the telly is one of them. He had come up as a Cambridge Footlighter in the early 60s, and used many Oxbridge talents on his shows. Now a major TV celebrity, he started staging late night chat shows and cabarets at Edinburgh and attracting national press coverage.  In a talk to the Fringe Club, there was a call by John Calder (creator of the forerunner of the Edinburgh Book Festival) for "two Fringes, professional and amateur", suggesting that "the Fringe had taken over drama from the official Festival."

1970s – Fringe officially “too big”.

We know it’s too big, because everyone keeps saying so. In 1976, Cordelia Oliver writes in The Guardian, “The Edinburgh Fringe grows grosser every year like a fat old cat going to seed and not giving a damn. The official Fringe programme lists at least two hundred companies...” Two. Hundred. Companies. By 1979 that had grown to over 359 companies, in 2016 the total is listed as 3269 shows. In 1977 the retiring Festival director bemoans the TV coverage, revolving around a Russell Harty hosted chat show, saying “ it was principally the Fringe and every allusion to 'serious' programmes was carefully avoided.” The Fringe, and by the sound of it comedy, was taking over.

1978 – The multi-tenanted venue.

When William Burdett-Coutts hired The Assembly Rooms and divided it up into smaller performances spaces, then curated a programme of events to take place there, he single-handedly created the template for much of The Fringe from then on. A multiplex of entertainment, only possible with such a sitting-duck audience pool to draw on as was to be found in Edinburgh in August. Other venues working on a similar principle were The Wireworks (1978 – 92) on the Royal Mile – built by comedians, Rowan Atkinson drove the JCB to lay the foundations – and The Circuit (82 – 86) in a marquee on the crater of a demolished building which would go on to become the new Traverse Theatre at the back of the Usher Hall.  Those two venues were short-lived, but they were soon joined by two with a longer lifespan.

1981 – The Perrier Award.

Won initially by The Cambridge Footlights, whose revue was given a TV version as a result, making overnight stars of Fry, Laurie, Slattery and Thompson, this publicity-hungry award went on to become the centrepiece of Edinburgh’s annual month of comedy promotion.

1980s – The Alternative Comedy Boom.

The Pleasance began life as a curated multi-tenanted venue in 1984, the Gilded Balloon joining it in 1986. With the Assembly  completing The Big Three, they were home to a lot of comedy. There’d been a boom in TV comedy, largely led by the newly born Channel 4, whose Head Of Comedy Seamus Cassidy made Edinburgh an annual fishing trip for talent. At this time two big agencies – Off The Kerb and Avalon – came into being, and made Edinburgh and the contest for the Perrier Award, the hub of their comedy-to-TV promotion game.

1989 – Edinburgh Nights.

BBC TV had given sporadic coverage to the Edinburgh Festival and Fringe since the 1960s,  but from 1989 it became an extension of Newsnight’s Later arts programme, under the name Edinburgh Nights. Presented by Mark Lamarr from the mid-90s it reached great heights of popularity and publicised the Edinburgh Fringe as never before.

1990s – Comedy Is The New Rock & Roll.

Baddiel and Newman off the telly sold out Wembley Stadium and the revolving door between stand up comedy and Edinburgh and TV success seemed firmly established.  The list of Perrier Newcomers alone is a roll call of names that remain giants of TV comedy today, from Tim Vine & Harry Hill to The Mighty Boosh and The League Of Gentlemen.  In 1999 600 companies give 15,000 performances at The Fringe (these not-quite-the-same figures make comparisons hard. We do know, though, that the total number of performances in 2016 was 50,266. So, by some measure or other, the Fringe grows by over 200% in a little over 15 years).

1996 – Bridget Jones Diary.

In Helen Fielding’s novel, her eponymous hero and her London friends go to the Edinburgh Fringe for the weekend, setting into cultural concrete, more firmly than a decade of Edinburgh Nights had done, The Fringe as a thing one did if one was one of the fashionable crowd.  

A slice of their experience: "Arthur Smith's Hamlet is completely booked up, so we could go to the Coen brothers instead at five, but that means we'll be too late for Richard Herring. So shall we not go to Jenny Eclair ... - chuh! I frankly I don't know why she still bothers - and do Lanark, then try to get into Harry Hill or Bondages and Julian Clary. Hang on, I'll try the Gilded Balloon. No, Harry Hill's booked up, so shall we skip the Coen brothers?"

In the same way that was happening to Glastonbury, gentrification was coming to Edinburgh. With it, ever-increasing prices.

2000s – Explosion (and burning down) of venues.

2000 – C Venues, 2002 – Underbelly, 2007 – Udderbelly, and from then on we have Zoo venues, Space Venues, Greenside, Southside,  and every side inbetween. The multi-tenanted venue, devised by Assembly in 1978, became the repeated model across Edinburgh seeing an expansion which, thankfully, redressed the balance away from the domination of stand up comedy, but greatly increased the number of performers and shows competing for a finite audience. My own venue, The Gilded Balloon, survived burning down, and being sponsored by a tobacco company. In so many ways, we weren’t in the 1980s any more.

––––––––
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2001 - I start bringing shows up to Edinburgh

This doesn't make much of a dent on Edinburgh Fringe's history, but it helps to explain my obsession with it. In 2001, having been performing stand up for a few years, compering The Comedy Box in Bristol and schlepping round the circuit, I had devised the stage show The Sitcom Trials, which was proving quite popular in London and Bristol. Miranda Hart had been performing The Orange Girls with Charity Trimm at the Gilded Balloon in previous years and had an offer for a slot but couldn't take it. Since Miranda was appearing in my regular London shows, I took the opportunity to seize that slot and take myself and a cast of four - Miranda, Charity, Gez Foster, and Dan Clegg - up to Edinburgh. We performed The Sitcom Trials at The Gilded Balloon's venue on Blair St to such success that I returned in 2002 and 2004.

2006 – Free Fringe Returns

Free Fringe, Free Festival, and later Heroes and others, developed new ways of funding shows, taking performers away for the Pay-To-Play Fringe model by now established in the curated venues, and again increasing the number of shows on offer. Now more was free than ever before and, ten years on from Bridget Jones, everything from food to tickets to accommodation cost twice as much as it ever had.

2007 - Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre debuts

Again, not something that's troubled the bigger picture, but it was in 2007 that I realised that, rather than splitting the money five ways, I could keep it all myself by performing a one man show. Or rather a two sock show. The Socks made their debut at the Gilded Balloon in 2007 and returned in 2008 (Return Of..), 2009 (..Goes To Hollywood), 2010 (..On The Telly), 2012 (Boo Lingerie), 2013 (...In Space), 2014 (And So Am I), 2015 (Minging Detectives), 2016 (Shakespeare), 2018 (Superheroes), 2019 (Roll Up!), and 2022 (Eurovision Sock Contest).

2012 – The Olympic Year.

Feeling almost like the bubble had burst, the Olympics in London coinciding with the Edinburgh Fringe had a devastating effect. As Richard Herring put it,  the Olympics “sucked the punters out of Edinburgh like someone opening the door on a spaceship.” We all recovered and came back the next year.

2017 – Lots of moaning. So, business as usual.

Which brings us to the present day (when this post was originally written). 2017 was a year when I read more negativity than I can remember reading before. From the chair of the Cockburn Association (me neither) saying the Fringe is “choking the city” and urging some restraint or changes, to Tommy Shepard of the Stand continuing to suggest the Fringe should move to earlier in the summer so as to minimize the clash with the Festival and Tattoo, and to coincide more with the Scottish school holidays. More observations collected below.

2020 - The Plague Year

I and many other artists had big plans for our shows in 2020, none of which came to fruition. There was a fun Facebook group called A group where we all pretend that Edinburgh Fringe 2020 was never cancelled which gave some of us the buzz of it happening in advance. I, personally, enjoyed performing Zoom shows, one of which earned me a 4 star review from The Scotsman. But it was small consolation.

2021 saw an odd year where most shows weren't confident enough in advance to be able to plan to come to Edinburgh, lockdowns and emergency regulations were still happening right through the spring, so come August Edinburgh saw a Fringe with a fraction of its usual number of shows, a much higher proportion of them being by local performers, and almost all of them making a killing.

When I returned in 2022 it seemed to be business as usual, and I got more reviews during my shortest ever run (just 10 days) than I'd had in any of my previous month-long sojourns. I then found myself unable to afford to return in 2023 or 2024 (at time of writing this update I am missing it like crazy), and I'm making plans to return in 2025. 

As for how the bigger picture has changed, you'd better ask someone who's up there. Accommodation has become even more cripplingly expensive. But has that deterred the number of people taking shows up? There are 3317 shows in the 2024 Edfringe programme. (Up from 2023's 3013, but not quite back to 2019's record 3800 shows)

Expect this blog to be updated again in the future. I am addicted to the Edinburgh Fringe and I can't see that changing in a hurry.

––––––––
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Kev F Sutherland 2017, 2024
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Chapter 1: 1984
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Edinburgh 1984 – Flashback

The following entries were written in 2014, so please feel free to add the requisite amount of time to every time period mentioned. From the opening line. There are also reference to photographs that, for simplicity’s sake, I haven’t included.

30 years ago a young couple went to the Edinburgh Fringe for the first time. In this blog we're looking at some of their souvenirs. And how are these for the ultimate Edfringe mementoes? A bedfull of flyers and membership cards to the Fringe Club.

The Fringe Club? Whatever happened to that? In 1984 it was the must-be, have-to-have-membership-of... it was the ultimate dangled preposition in Edinburgh. Now I'm not entirely sure it's still a thing. I'll ask.

As for the flyers in this photo. That was days' worth of the flyers one got thrust in one's hand walking down the Royal Mile. I seem to remember plucking flyers from dispensers to add to the stash. 30 years later, you'll be rejecting this many flyers every 30 to 35 seconds, thrust insistently into your face. And they'll be in colour, not just photocopied onto coloured paper. Really, the 1980s, how third world do you want everyone to think you were?

Edinburgh Fringe 1984 - Fringe Sunday

At that time there was a tradition of Fringe Sunday, an open air event which began with a parade of floats down the Royal Mile and culminated in an afternoon on the green in Holyrood Park. Performers would showcase their events, sometimes in tents, sometimes on the back of trucks, and there would be general open-air shenanigans, the likes of which most of us would associate with the usual summer festivals which, unlike, Edinburgh, are all tents and outsideyness. Fringe Sunday had begun in 1981 and continued every year until 2008 by which time the Fringe had grown too big to accommodate it. Now more street performance takes place on the Royal Mile every hour than was staged in 1984's Fringe Sunday. (The Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre performed in the Cabaret Tent of the final Fringe Sunday in 2008).

Above we see some street performerly art performance with big flags and colourful costumes. There was a lot of that. And below you might just make out Tom Robinson, then cult pop star riding high in the charts with War Baby, now a Radio 6 DJ, wanging a welly* in the general direction of Hank Wangford, a qualified medical practitioner and humourous country and western act who in 1984 was nominated for the Perrier Award, and aged 73 is still gigging.

You can also see tickets for two shows we attended at 84's Fringe, a Tom Lehrer musical for £2 and The Cambridge Footlights for the then highest-price-in-town of £3.50. Riddles Court where We Will All Go Together was staged, is a unique A-listed 16th Century courtyard house with a rare late C16th painted beam ceiling and rooms that once housed a banquet for James VI. Now being preserved and restored, back then they let student theatre groups loose in it.

The Footlights show of 1984 starred Steve Punt, Hugh Dennis and Nick Hancock. A very funny show (we still quote the line "he was ever an unfortunate man"), their predecessors had won the Perrier in 1981 and, though many ex-Footlighters have gone on to win the award, the Footlights itself would not be nominated again until 2001 (as Best Newcomers).

* Wikipedia says it was a cow pat. Thirty years on I stand corrected.

Edinburgh Fringe 1984 - Judy Chicago

In the photos we see street entertainers, a fixture of the Royal Mile since time immemorial. The crowds have got bigger, the ghetto blasters smaller, most of the schtick hasn't changed since the fifteenth century.

The top ticket you can see is from an art installation, Judy Chicago's Dinner Party, which cost more than most shows to visit (the lunchtime cabaret below it was just a quid for a two hour show). The Dinner Party is a collection of ceramic plates, their surfaces reminiscent of female genitalia (comedian Tony Allen observed "there'll still be Mums going 'you haven't licked yours clean yet'"), representing over 1000 famous women from history. It now resides in the Brooklyn Museum. 

The venue which housed this touring show of The Dinner Party, the Victoria Hall, has gone through a variety of uses in the subsequent three decades. After a long time as a craft centre housing various small designers' stalls it suffered a fire from which it emerged as an Irish theme pub and a nightclub. Google Earth still shows it as a disused building with To Let signs outside, but for Edinburgh Fringe 2014 it is home to the new La Favorita Freestival.

Edinburgh Fringe 1984 - Young Ones & Fiasco Job Job

The photo at the top shows Hev in what was then The Fringe Club and what is now Gilded Balloon Teviot. Regulars there will recognise the canteen area, which is unchanged, except they don't allow shoddily photocopied flyers to be randomly pasted to the pillars. Especially not flyers advertising shows at other venues (New York Stand Up was on across town at The Assembly Rooms, while Teviot itself was host to some shows in The Debating Hall, including John Hegley which we just failed to see because it was sold out on the night we went. 30 years later, Teviot gets divided up into a dozen performance spaces, including one which is a balcony the rest of the year round.)

The tickets are from two of the comedy shows we saw, from back in the days when comedy was only a small part of the Edinburgh Fringe. John Dowie, many people will remember, was one of the founding fathers of alternative comedy, his single My Pussycat's A Punk Rocker, bridging the gap between Jasper Carrott's folk club and modern stand up a couple of years before the Comic Strip and the Comedy Store came to be. His support act, the inexplicably named Fiasco Job Job, were in fact Arthur Smith and Phil Nice, just starting their careers in comedy (Arthur had just given up on being in a pop group that never made it, and Phil Nice's Mum was one of Heather's teachers in Basildon and she'd occasionally seen him there, which was his claim to fame thus far).

In the lower photo, proving that annoying audience members taking photos is not a new invention, we see Nigel Planer as Neil The Hippy, fresh from the last series of The Young Ones, doing a one man show in character, supported by double act The Oblivion Boys, aka Mark Arden and Stephen Frost. As you can see from the Dowie and Planer examples, acts didn't attempt to fill a whole hour with material, even if they were the most famous comics in town, and had support acts sharing the bill as a matter of course. Nigel Planer in particular needed this as, aside from his 10 minute original Neil routine from The Comic Strip and his songs Hole In My Shoe and Try A Taste Of My Wee Wee, his material was paper thin and over-extended. Funny the things you can still remember after three decades. In fact in both of these shows, the support acts were the ones who impressed us the most, being the exciting bright young stars of the future. God, I knew Arthur Smith when he was a bright young thing.

New York Stand Up starred Rita Rudner, who went on to great TV success, and two others whose names, faces and details entirely escape me, sorry.
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Chapter 2: 2009
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Having taken The Sitcom Trials to the Edinburgh Fringe in 2001, 02, and 04, I began taking the Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre up in 2007. However it wasn’t until their third show, The Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre Goes To Hollywood in 2009, that I began recording their progress in my blog. Join me now as I take you stage by painful stage through this and the subsequent years of my act’s experience at Edinburgh.

––––––––
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Edinburgh Fringe Preview thoughts

24/7/09

Tonight we have our antepenultimate Edinburgh Fringe Preview show in Bedford. The next two are a matinee in front of kids in Gloucester (so the new sweary song will be missing), and finally an odd one in an unusual venue in Bath, so tonight's will be the last one where I can be sure of a big audience of adults in a theatre. I think we're almost there, with the running order of the show needing adjusting. I'll throw in more new stuff tonight (they'll get James Bond and, hopefully, Silent Movie for the first time) then we'll keep whittling it down and adding gags. But all this time I'm thinking we should have got this far months ago. Then I read Robin Ince on Twitter "off to do a preview at the Perseverance near Marylebone. Richard Herring has nearly finished writing his show making me look quite the idiot". So Herring has only "nearly" finished writing, and Ince isn't even that far on. I think that's reassuring.

31/7/09

Last night saw the last of our Edinburgh Fringe Previews (for the Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre Goes To Hollywood, which begins at the Gilded Balloon on Weds Aug 5th, ie 5 days away). It took place at Widcombe Social Club in Bath and was organised by Owen, who I met at an earlier gig and who just suggested doing this off his own bat out of the goodness of his heart. He and his mate Joe are in a band called The Edsel Furies and runs a night called Fluffys, with eccentric acts in.

I was worried at first that we had no lighting or CD player, but the guys got that sorted and I rose to the challenge of the Socks performing under flourescents. It was okay, it worked. Our support was Gentlemans Relish, a one man and his guitar act which was pleasantly somewhere between Ivor Cutler and They Might Be Giants.

As for the content of our actual hour, well. One promising thing was that our hour ended up lasting an hour and a quarter. Which means, given that an Edinburgh Hour is only 55 minutes anyway, we have 20 minutes of chaff to cut away. There is still chaff left, and I'm worried that I'm opening the show with some of it, but some of the material is absolute killer and the audiences have all been full of praise at the end of the shows and, more importantly, forthcoming with laughter during it. Though they laugh more after the first quarter. Oh the boring navel-gazing of comedians, take no notice.

I went over my epic Preview season and gave each show a star rating last night:

1) London preview - cancelled due to organisation probs

2) Leicester preview - 4 stars, brilliant start, not all new material

3) Glasgow preview - cancelled by me cos I couldn't afford the return flight

4) Milton Keynes previe - 4 stars, tremendous. They love us there and make us think anything we do is comedy gold.

5) Bristol preview - 4 stars, excellent, biggest audience and they loved almost everything

6) Bedford preview - 3 stars, a blur, started an hour late, think it went well but too dizzy to remember

7) Gloucester preview - 2 stars, mid afternoon subdued crowd, chickened out and threw in material from touring show as new material wasn't strong enough for a tough crowd

8) Bath preview - 3 stars, went increasingly well but now worried about poorer material early in the hour.

So we've gone from feeling like it was perfect from the start to worrying that it's not all that good, all I can do is sort the stuff into the optimum order, mend the dodgier of the props (Obi Wan Kenobi's arm fell off last night, without getting a laugh, which is worse) and get stuck in next Wednesday. Thanks to all my audiences for sitting through the shows, and saying such nice things, which I can only believe you actually meant. Let's see if Edinburgh audiences, and Edinburgh reviewers, are as kind.

NB: Tickets are selling well in advance, well outstripping both previous years. But there are still 2 days where we've not sold a single ticket - Monday 10th and Monday 24th. I'm wondering whether the box office has some glitch in it and thinks we're taking days off?

––––––––
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Not a good start to Edinburgh

5/7/09

Pride comes before a fall. In the run up to this year's Edinburgh Fringe I've been enjoying good preview shows and good ticket sales, and had lots of lovely work up until the event meaning I can (almost) afford to do it this year. Hev in turn was about to come up for the start of the Fringe in order to do an art installation in town, so all promising all round. But, I admit, we were both excessively nervous when we set off.

A perfect drive up, which I think I also gloated about on Twitter. Then the fun starts. The flat is not very good. Can't call it crap (stayed in worse personally) but it's the first year Hev will be up here for so long and the last two year's flats have been excellent. This year's is smaller, grodier, in poor state of repair, tiny kitchen, studenty in look, and though I'd probably not notice, she's not enjoying it for starters.

The stress of that compounded on yesterday meaning that, by the time of my tech rehearsal, my nerves were jangling, and trying to get a drink after the show was harder. Simply wanted to get a can of beer to take back to the flat. This is impossible after 10pm so had to go for a drink, on my own, in the Hullaballo Gardens feeling pathetic while Hev waited in flat. Shattered by end of first draining day.

Then woken at 7.20 this morning by neighbours in flat above us back home. There's been a lek so bad it's gone into the flat below us. And of course we've left none of them with a key. Our friends who usually look after our cat have key, but we now have no cat so we don't even know if they're in town. We wake to the thought of our flat looking like the Titanic, and 9 days before we can do anything about it. Oh brilliant start to the bloody season.

––––––––
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Socks on GMTV

6/8/09

Our half a second on GMTV:

Or as it'll say on next year's flyers, "stars of GMTV"

Also we're recommended as a Five Pound show by Edinburgh Festival Guide

- not sure it's factually accurate, but bring it on!

––––––––
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Edinburgh first weekend

8/8/09

I may be the only comedian in Edinburgh actually awake at this time, and I've certainly not adjusted to Edinburgh Time in any way. Hev and I came away from the Loft Bar last night before 1am and felt it was getting a bit late.

This is the first year I've combined doing an Edinburgh Fringe show with doing a, sort of, day job. For three days I've been teaching my Comic Art Masterclass at Balerno High School. Only 2 hours each day, though with the drive out and back it's taking me out from 12.30 to 4.30, time which in previous years would have been filled with flyering the show and filming Socks Diary videos on the street.

In 2007 and 08 I filmed a Socks diary every single day of the festival, but this year I haven't even started one, and with this schedule I can't see it happening in a hurry. For as well as the day work, which this coming week sees me doing two libraries a day, from 10 till 3.30 plus travel, for four days, there has been the flooding of our flat back home.

This being the first year Hev has accompanied me for week one (usually she arrives in week 3), little could have been more damaging to a holiday than your flat being flooded by a leak from upstairs so bad it gets reported by the flat below you, about which you can do nothing but worry and make phone calls. A lot of time, phone money, and angst has been expended on this problem, which will continue to hang over us long after Hev goes back next Thursday. She doesn't yet know if she'll be able to turn the lights on without blowing the place up, so untold horrors no doubt await.

On the other side of the coin it's been the best Edfringe yet for me and the Socks. We've had one total sellout followed by two technical sellouts (5 seats left unsold and I think that's a problem about releasing venue or press tickets which I can sort out) and we've already been on GMTV. The shows have gone really well, and I mean really well. After we changed the content between shows one and two, losing two weaker sketches and replacing them with one from the touring show, it has come together beautifully and hopefully we can keep this up.

And last night Hev and I had a barbeque on our roof terrace. The flat may be smaller than previous years (and that was a cause of some misery before it got drowned out, as t'were, by the flat back home's problems), but a roof terrace that looks out over the roofs of the Royal Mile round to the Mound, to Calton Hill, to the Firth to Arthur's Seat and round to the Mile again is unbeatable. And we had it to ourselves, gorgeous.

And the weather, though it tempts fate to mention it, has been incredible. Hot and sunny all day since we arrived. Remembering we left behind a Bristol where I felt it hadn't stopped raining for a month (and it was Somerset's wettest July since records began in the 19th century) this is a treat we can't underestimate.

Today I have the annual Edinburgh tradition of Parking The Car, ie taking it somewhere outside of the parking fee zone (which extends every year) and walking a loooong way back (then planning the bus journeys to take me to all next week's day jobs). Then flyering. Tonight's show is selling well and should, fingers crossed, be full by tonight, but the rest of the week has a long way to go.

Especially Monday the bloody 10th. It is still the only show not to have sold a single bloody ticket. It's inexplicable. I've put the show on a 2-for-1 offer, and will plug it like buggery all weekend. Luckily I bloody love flyering and am actually actively looking forward to getting stuck in.

Here we go....

––––––––
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Socks on BBC Edinburgh montage clip

Get us, we've made it into the BBC's Edinburgh teaser clip on the website, and they've put us in the headline:

––––––––
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Obsessing about the figures - Edfringe 09

11/8/09

Yesterday I got a bit obsessed by my sales figures in a way that I must try and stop doing. The first few nights of my show (SFSPT Goes To Hollywood, Gilded Balloon 22.15) were sellouts. This was quite dazzlingly brilliant and unprecedented for my shows and gave me delusions of adequacy, so it was galling when, on day four, my sales dropped and I ended up only 75% full.

I realised afterwards the reason. Last year I had, like every other show in my venue, had my show booked in with the first 4 shows at half price and the next two as 2 for 1. This year, somehow, I'd forgotten to do that. That meant that on Friday and Saturday, when my show sold out, I did so at full price, while everyone else was only taking half as much. However for Sunday and Monday, which are harder days to sell on, punters were seeing everyone else's shows listed as 2for1 tickets, making mine prohibitively expensive.

So, on Sunday, when I ended up selling fewer tickets than I'd sold for the same night last year, I ended up making nearly twice as much money cos all my punters had paid full whack this time.

However Monday 10th was looking so poor (in advance, by the start of the run, it was the only show to have sold zero) that I had the box office change its tickets to 2for1s so I'd cost the same as everyone else. The drawback with that strategy was that the punters would only know I cost 2 for 1 if I told them personally. Which is why yesterday saw me doing my longest stint of flyering of the Fringe so far.

I ended up selling not badly, one ticket more than the previous night. The irony is, since all those people bought their tickets on the day and as a result of my flyering, they would most probably have bought them at full price if asked, rather than 2 for 1. So I went and worked myself silly, then cost myself a couple of hunded quid in potential dosh.

Today all shows revert to a level playing field, with all offers removed, and all shows on their normal price for weekdays, a bit more expensive at weekends. And we'll see how well I sell with absolutely no flyering, as from 10 till 4 today I will be giving my Comic Art Masterclass in a couple of libraries, in Granton and Muirhouse.

Happy flyering everyone else.
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**** 4 star review in The Scotsman

13/8/09

The Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre is so delighted to have received a 4 star review in The Scotsman that I've just spent all morning making it into a t-shirt. Here it is, enjoy:

By Roger Cox Published: 13/8/2009

To begin with, the Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppets come across as a couple of sweet, innocent little chaps, but don’t be fooled: they’re filthy wee tykes at heart.

They have gags about Michael Jackson and blow jobs that would make Jerry Sadowitz blush (OK, maybe not him, but almost anyone else). Their most taboo-breaking moment, though, comes towards the end of the show, when, with the room at its warmest, wettest and most potentially infectious, they choose to address the “elephant in the room” and sing a little ditty about swine flu. The awkward mixture of uproarious laughter and anxious sidelong glances this provokes among the audience is worth the price of admission all on its own.

4 stars – The Scotsman
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Getting on the telly, the big conundrum

14/8/09

With the Edinburgh Fringe feeling like it's halfway through (though in fact it's only a third of the way in), I've got the show up and running, the audiences building, and our first very good review (which subsequent reviews may now try and detract from but I hope not. Did I mention I made our 4 stars from The Scotsman into a t shirt and wore it all day yesterday?), now is the time when you start asking yourself why you're doing this.

And I don't know why everyone else is doing this, performing at least one show a day for a month (and I'm the lazy one in the comedy camp, most people are pushing to do extra gigs, and Marcus Brigstocke who I spoke to yesterday is doing three shows, Early Edition, School For Scandal and his solo show, every single day), but I think I know why I'm doing it.

I have a comedy act, the Scottish Falsetto Sock Puppet Theatre, that I've been developing for three or four years now, and I think it's funnier and has more potential than anything I've ever done before, and the audiences agree by coming in bigger and bigger numbers (a little later today we will have sold as many tickets as we sold in the entire month last year) as do the reviewers. So I want to promote that act.

And the obvious direction in which I want to promote them is the telly. Our touring shows have been doing increasingly well, bigger audiences and more venues year on year, and I aim to repeat that process in 2010, as well as doing more shows in London, which we keep failing to do, simply because regional theatres pay good money and dingy clubs in London often don't, especially if they've not heard of you yet. But telly remains the prize.

I know it is for everyone, so I know the competition is stiff and has possibly never been stiffer, there being an exponential growth on the number of comedians on the scene and a well known contraction in the TV industry and its budgets. But dammit we're good, we already prove how well we work on the small screen with every one of our YouTube videos (which reminds me we still haven't filmed anything while we've been up here), and we're cheap.

It's not like we're a four man sketch troupe that'll need a set as big as the Banana Splits to do their show, or a three man sketch troupe who'll need to recreate the Goodies set to do theirs, or a double act who insist on their whole first series taking place in a zoo. We're two socks. We're cheaper than animation to make, all we need to spend the money on is writing it and filming it.

So all I have to do is meet and impress the right people from The Telly and make sure they know what they're missing. Anybody know where to find them?
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Edinburgh 2009, week one

15/8/09

I notice from the header that I've very quickly fallen into the trap of calling this month simply "Edinburgh". That is so the sort of thing these namby pamby southern comedians do when they come up here for the Fringe then never show their faces here the rest of the year. And it's precisely what I said I wouldn't do after I spent all of December in Edinburgh playing in Winter Wonderland. I was to say the Fringe, not just Edinburgh. Whatever, I've been doing Edinburgh for 10 days now and it has been brilliant.

Brilliant but different. For starters Heather came up for week one and will return for week three and on the day of our arrival we learnt our flat back home had had a big water leak, so that cast a big damp shadow over us, just as I was trying to get my show running and she was supposed to be having a holiday and doing an art installation. We've got it sorted by the way, and she's at home doing that now.

The other big difference from other Edinburghs - dammit other Fringe years - is that I've booked daytime work outside the Fringe. I've been delivering my Comic Art Masterclasses around Edinburgh, three days at Balerno High School's summer school then morning or afternoon visits to libraries in Granton, Muirhead, Corstorphine, Blackhall (Google them, they're Edinburgh's flyover estates and the kids are lovely), and at Edinburgh central library (where yesterday a kid in my class was sick, NB: kid vomit smells just like cat vomit, fact). I have more of the same in this coming week too.

All of which means I have to cut back on late nights, and can't do so much flyering in the day, something which is vital to promote your show. It also means my tradition of the last two years of producing daily Sock Puppet videos has totally gone out of the window. The Socks have maintained YouTube silence all the time we've been up here and I'm worried our fans might forget us.

Few such worries on the ground here in Edinburgh where the show has had a record year. As of yesterday we'd sold more tickets and taken more through the door than we had by the end of 2008's Fringe, and more than half the shows have been sellouts (some are technical sellouts, with a few empty seats for admin reasons, but four now have been total every-single-ticket-sold sellouts, and tonight's is, I believe, already the same).

Our TV profile got off to a great start with GMTV:

...and the BBC:

And Heather became the lead story in ArtMag:

And the icing on the cake of our first week has been the 4 star review in The Scotsman, along with a big photo:

So it's good for the show, looks like I'll be making money this year, now I really have to work out how I turn this success into getting the Socks onto the telly and into the big time where they deserve. I'm thinking on it. And being quite knackered. Having pulled a few good late nights at the Loft Bar, having some great conversations with hordes of great people far too numerous to mention, coupled with the classes and the flyering, which I do love and have done some good long stints of, I'm feeling a tad weary. So today I shall see some other peoples shows, and prepare for two more weeks of light entertainment self promotion.
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Edinburgh shows reviewed

15/8/09

After being here in Edinburgh for ten days and only managing to see two shows so far, I tried to make up for it today by packing some shows into my schedule. My criteria were that I had to see the shows for free (nobody believes I'm on a budget, but sadly I am) and I was just going to see whatever took my fancy next. I was also quite amenable to flyering, being a champion exponent of the art myself.

So the first show I went to was chosen as much because I'd been well flyered for it as anything else. It was Helen Keen's show The Primitive Methodist Guide to Arctic Survival. A very enjoyable show, Helen is witty, literate and entertaining and tells stories inspired by her ancestor's actual arctic exploration, and looking at the history of such nonsense. The show includes some very nice shadow animation, and reminded me of the fine cartoon animation in Bec Hill's If You Can Read This My Cape Fell Off which I enjoyed last week.

I hoped to see a second show not long after Helen Keen's, lining up my first Free Festival show Oscar Wilde's Lord Arthur Savile's Crime. But when I turned up at the Counting House I found it was cancelled because, I was told, the performer had swine flu. And so the epidemic begins.

I next tried to get to There Are Jokes In It on the Free Fringe at Espionage, but it was packed to standing-and-not-breathing-room-only, so I headed back to the Gilded Balloon where the next show up was to be something with Nun in the title. But I met my good friend Dan March outside the venue and promised to go to his show. That wasn't for another 45 minutes, so I ended up killing a lot of time and doing a lot of to-ing and fro-ing before I saw my second show, Dan March's Goldrunner.

Goldrunner looks back over Dan's life in the light of his 1991 appearance on Blockbusters, and grabs the audiences from the start with very funny true stories delightfully performed and hilarious clips from the original show. And he had a deserved full house. I grabbed the very last free seat, which was a good thing, as my schedule would have been way off target if I hadn't got in.

I tried after that to go straight to A Team The Musical, but it was sold out, which is how I found myself in The Princess Cabaret, which is definitely the best show I've seen in Edinburgh so far this year.

Telling the stories of various Disney princesses from Beauty & The Beast to the Sleeping Beauty, The Little Mermaid to Snow White in a series of comedy sketches and songs, it filled me with admiration and envy. I wish I'd written half of those sketches or songs. Genius ideas like how the Sleeping Beauty would react to the world 100 years later, to the reality of how rubbish Alladin is compared to his princess wife are dealt with excellently, and the songs have some great original music, cracking witty lyrics and brilliantly snappy delivery. Highly recommended.

3 shows in a day, and maybe I can do the same tomorrow (although I do have to flyer too, so we'll see). Now watching King Kong on ITV, and about to miss the ending of it in order to go do my show. Oh it's a hard life.
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Being Lofty

16/8/09

Really wanted a nifty title for this blog (not that it's of any great interest, don't get your hopes up, go read David Mitchell in the Guardian, he's brilliant*) and have ended up with a name that sounds like a Fringe show about the star of It Ain't 'Alf 'Ot Mum. (Mental note, must craft that into a pub quiz question: which sitcoms have two apostrophes in front of their words? See also Some Mothers Do 'Ave 'Em.)

I've found the Loft Bar (the slightly exclusive performers bar to which I have a pass) to have lost its novelty. Last weekend I enjoyed a Saturday night where I was part of a group that felt like the Algonquin Round Table. I met fascinating people I'd not met before, and some that I slightly knew and got to know better, with whom the conversation was brilliant, in the old illuminating sense not the more modern Fast Show meaning. Other even more famous people would drift around our table and we'd be the flame around which moths would flutter, you could leap from meeting to meeting and conversation to conversation, in the most enjoyable way. I felt like I was interesting to listen to, and I felt I fitted into all the chats I was having. It was like a choreographed corridor scene in ER or Casualty, with less blood.
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