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Introduction


1985


I have just smuggled myself out of hospital, where I have been bed-bound, in excruciating agony from rheumatic fever. I am shaking and sweating, leaning on a stick, feeling that I have just made the most stupid mistake of my young life.


My destination is the London Comedy Store, where I have been booked to perform five minutes for a BBC radio show called Cabaret Upstairs. I have cancelled every gig in my diary, one by one, from the hospital ward’s public telephone, as I get progressively sicker – but I’m determined not to give up my first radio job.


The compère announces my name and I limp on to the stage, trying to fake a normal healthy stride. I deliver my first line and the well-primed audience roll over, like a big puppy dog, with laughter. For the next five minutes I feel brilliant.
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1995


I’m on stage for the second time that evening, having raced across London to ‘double up’ at another gig. If anything, this audience seems even better than the first one. Probably because it’s later in the evening and they are more warmed up after an interval.


I’m halfway through a joke when I have a strange feeling of déjà-vu. There is an awful sinking feeling that I’m repeating a joke that I’ve just told this crowd. Intellectually, I know that I’m probably remembering the earlier gig, but my gut tells me that I’ll get to the punch line and the audience will give me a look of pity. This feeling is so strong that instead of nailing the gag, I say it as – if – I – am – wading – through – treacle.


I avoid the looks of pity, but now that the audience is looking at me as if I’m slightly constipated, I resolve to pick up the pace!
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2005


I’m standing at the back of a smoky, packed Comedy Club in North London. The audience is excited and boisterous. They are waiting to see seven brand-new comics taking their first fledgling steps into the gloriously tawdry world of showbiz. What the audience doesn’t know is that two have pulled out at the last minute through sheer fear. I am frantically scribbling down a new running order and trying to dragoon two more comics, who just came down to watch, into filling the stage time. I’m standing quite close to the gents’ toilet. If I listen very carefully, I can hear the first act being sick… Ah, the glamour!
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2014


I am compèring a private show in Venice, introducing two very well-known comedians who have appeared on radio, TV and film. Private functions are always tricky, because the audience isn’t necessarily ‘comedy literate’. I sometimes think that the reason why comedians charge such massive fees for these events is because we consider it danger money. There is no guarantee that the audience is up for a good time (unlike a comedy club or a theatre) and there is always the possibility of going down like a lead balloon.


The guests have all been flown in on private jets from London. There are artificial trees laden with blossom hanging dangerously close to lit candelabras illuminating huge tables that look like an opium dreamer’s vision of a renaissance banquet. I feel that someone has made a terrible mistake and that there is another Logan Murray whom they meant to hire. I have clearly strayed into a much higher tax bracket for the evening…


This is not, by any stretch of imagination, a usual evening’s work. Two days before I was working in a North London cellar that smelt strongly of drains and death; one week later I would be playing in a provincial theatre along with a brilliantly eclectic bill that harked back to the anarchic feel of the early 1980s.


The Venice audience proved themselves to be lovely. The first act stormed it: he played the room perfectly and has such huge bags of charm and presence that he dragged the audience along with him. This is as it should be: he continues to perform live all around the country, despite the fact that he does so much TV and film that he doesn’t need to. The audience loves him!


The second act is doing extracts from a theatre show he wrote. It is funny, self-deprecating and wise. But it is an hour-and-a-half long and he has only been booked for 30 minutes. Before he begins, he confides to me that he may be ruining the rhythm of the piece and leaving only the lowest common denominator bits in to fit the time slot. Also, his show involves slides and video, which is trickier than it sounds: even if all the clips are cued up perfectly and nothing breaks down, there is the slight danger that the clips upstage the solo performer. His show is not such a straightforward proposition. The seating also means that some of the crowd won’t have a very good view.


None of this can be changed by the time he flies in for the show. But, despite his reservations, the audience likes his show. Twenty minutes in, however, he decides the crowd is not enjoying it, because (as he points out) one man in the venue hasn’t cracked a smile, and offers to cut the performance short. There is a strange psychology at work in the stand-up: no matter how much people are enjoying your performance you always manage to focus in on the one audience member who looks like he hates you. It is an unnerving illusion that can put you off your stride.


Luckily, as soon as he offers to wrap up earlier, all of the audience cheer for him to stay on and finish his performance. He does just that, and has the startling realization that the crowd was rapt by his storytelling all along – even the man who appeared not to be laughing every time the comedian looked his way. They cheer him all at the finish and the celebrations continue.


I take three things from this experience:


1    No matter how famous they are, comics are still vulnerable enough to focus on the one person in the room not having fun and then decide everyone is having a bad time. So learn to play the entire room, not just one individual!


2    If the comedian had listened to his internal editor and cut the show short, then he would have deprived the audience of the experience he wanted to give them. Had he edited himself, even though the material had worked many times before, then he would have been cheating the crowd of the show he was capable of doing. It all stemmed from the fear that perhaps one or two in the audience didn’t like him. All decisions based on fear can ever give you is a sense of regret and a missed opportunity.


3    It gives me an opportunity for me to brag to you that I have performed in Venice.
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I’ve been making a living as a stand-up comic for over 20 years. To be honest, this is the only job I’ve ever known.


The hours are great, 20 minutes a night, three or four evenings a week. The pay is fantastic. I’m my own boss. I never have to set the alarm to avoid the early-morning rush hour. I genuinely look forward to going to work and cannot imagine ever wanting to retire. This business has allowed me to perform all over the world, as far west as Colorado and as far east as the Gulf States. It has led to some really interesting (and, occasionally, strange) jobs in TV and radio. I’ve presented TV game shows too cheesy for words; had tiny parts in several very good sitcoms; supplied the voices for some well-known cartoon characters and, for some bizarre reason, played a computer-generated fish twice for two separate terrestrial television projects. I’ve written for radio, TV, the stage and, occasionally, for magazines. I mention all these things not to brag, but just to point out that none of these experiences would have come my way had I not been a comedian.


To me, stand-up is its own reward. It’s not something you do to become famous (although it would be nice) or rich (although, again, I wouldn’t complain).


We do this job because on some basic level we need to stand up in front of a bunch of strangers and make them laugh.


Give me 70 or 80 people in a room above a pub, and I’m never happier.


I’ve done big gigs, little gigs, great gigs and scary gigs that have taken years off my life. I’ve been drowned out by bands at the Reading Festival, had a performing epiphany at the Glastonbury Festival and lost thousands of pounds at the Edinburgh Fringe.


What compels a certain type of person to choose this life as a career? What fuels this desire that comedians have for getting up on stage? Is it a cry for attention? Arrested development? Not enough love as a child?


Perhaps the answer is much simpler. Most comedians, if they are honest, will tell you that nothing can beat the feeling of making other human beings laugh. That is, I suspect, the real reason why comics spend far too many nights, red-eyed and hunched over the steering wheel, heading for home, fuelled by motorway coffee and chocolate, having entertained a room full of people in some far-flung corner of Britain. The best party in the world would compare poorly to that time in front of the microphone. The finest wines are tame in comparison to the adrenaline rush experienced on stage – plus, you don’t have to worry about a hangover the next morning.


On a good night, just as they step up for an encore, a comedian could believe that they have the easiest job in the world.


Sometimes the show seems to be over all too soon. The nature of performing is that it is entirely ephemeral: unlike a painter or sculptor, there is no physical artefact left behind, that we can point to and say, ‘Look, that’s me being funny.’


We are only as good as our last gig. If we keep our wits about us, we can learn from the bad shows and always admit room for improvement after the great gigs.


It’s all part of the learning process, and in comedy there’s always something new to learn.


So you want to be a stand-up comedian?


Everyone has the ability to be funny.


Over the past five years I’ve had the great pleasure of teaching more than 700 people how to perform stand-up comedy. Almost all of them took part in a final show open to the public. Out of those 700, most had a blast at their very first gig. More importantly, so did the audience – so much so that these new comics got bitten by the bug and (rather like me) became seduced into this lifestyle.


A fair number, a year later, liked the lifestyle so much – and were having enough success – that they became professional comedians. You’ve probably seen one or two of them.


I wish I could say that this high success rate is purely down to me being the best teacher in the world, but I think it’s truer to say that the ability to be funny is a natural human trait. We all have the ability to make others laugh, to set strangers at their ease, to play with ideas (often the essence of a joke), and to communicate those ideas to others. If you think about it, there is a great deal of evolutionary sense in breeding these traits into individuals. If you could use humour to defuse a situation, or to bond with the rest of your group, you would probably increase your chances of survival. These people would probably live long enough to breed. The miserable, uncooperative types, lacking imagination, would probably die alone and unloved.


Serves them right. No one loves a whinger.


Chances are, the people who could deal with the strangers over the hill and perhaps got along with them long enough to trade with them, stood a better chance of passing their sociable genes on to the next generation.


Obviously, a closer study of human history might show that we are very good at killing each other too, but that subject is covered in my companion volume to this book, provisionally titled ‘Teach Yourself Mass Murder’.


What makes people funny?


We all find funny people sexier. It’s an attractive trait in our prospective partners. Why does the phrase ‘good sense of humour’ litter lonely hearts columns? Isn’t it true to say that, no matter how shy we are, we all like to think of ourselves as possessing a keen sense of humour? That’s probably true for you, isn’t it? Even if you’ve never admitted it to anyone else.


Have you ever had that experience at a party where, perhaps fuelled by a glass of wine to loosen your inhibitions, perhaps standing with a number of close friends and newly met acquaintances, you’ve all started to make each other laugh – without even trying? No one is resorting to ‘jokes’, no one is trying to ‘take control’; you are all just chipping in, each adding to the previous person’s comments, generally being really playful and having a laugh. A feeling of well-being washes over you and everyone else. You are having an enormous amount of fun. You feel better than you have done for days. Of course you recognize this experience, because it’s what human beings do. It’s also why people go to comedy clubs, to experience this sense of giddy joy. To have a laugh.


In essence, a comedian is trying to recreate that sense of joy, or ‘a bloody good party’, while they are on stage. There is no difference entertaining six people in the kitchen at a party or 60 in a small comedy club or 6,000 in the Comedy Tent at the Glastonbury Festival. It’s just a matter of degree.


So, let’s entertain the idea that people can be naturally funny.


What makes a stand-up different from other performers?


STAND-UP IS A VERY NAKED MEDIUM: IT’S JUST YOU AND THE AUDIENCE


A comic hasn’t got the luxury of blaming the script or the director or a fellow actor for giving him or her the wrong cue. A comic is alone in front of the paying crowd. Unlike other performing artists, I can’t excuse a prolonged silence from my audience with the notion that ‘I’m really making them think, tonight.’ If I don’t hear the audience laughing with certain regularity, then I know I haven’t done my job.


The fact that there are no barriers between you and the audience makes it a very pure art form. Your relationship is solely with the audience. You are not reciting some lines; you are telling them a story, here and now. You are the author, the director and the actor. If they don’t like you, there is no one else to blame. But if they love you, then the credit is all yours!


THERE IS AN IMMEDIACY TO STAND-UP


If you make an audience laugh, you know you are doing your job. If you make them laugh enough, the people who run clubs have to book you. You begin to build up a reputation.


THE LIFE OF A COMEDIAN IS VERY EMPOWERING


You pick up the phone, you get the gigs, you make people laugh. Word gets around, other people want to book you, so you pick up the phone again, you ring the new numbers people have given you, you get the gigs… and so it goes. There is no boss telling you to work harder or that you’re failing to meet this month’s targets; there is no casting agent suggesting that you are too tall or too short, too old or too fat for the part. It is very difficult to believe critics who tell you that you are not very good, if the whole room is laughing.


The secret of stand-up comedy


The most important thing to remember in a stand-up career is to persevere.


•  If you keep performing, you will get better.


•  If you keep performing, you will come up with new ideas.


•  If you keep at it, people will offer you strange, often lucrative, jobs that you could never have imagined.


You could be the funniest person in the world, but if you never try your ideas out in front of the world, the world will never know.


How to use this book


Treat this book as a big bag of tricks.


All the exercises have been tried and tested by countless people in the past but that doesn’t mean that you have to like them all. Some comedians gravitate towards the word-play games; some prefer the showing-off games. It would be a good idea to try all the exercises at least once, if you can – I can appreciate that some of the group activities may prove difficult if there’s just you or only two or three of you trying out ideas in a workshop-style session. You may find it useful to return to the exercises at least one more time (perhaps after you’ve started performing), just to see how differently you react to them when you have had some performance experience.


As a general point, feel free to return to themes and ideas again and again as you write and perform. You should never feel, ‘Oh well, I covered this subject.’ As we will find out later on, you can always find a new twist to an old subject. Remember Heraclitus’ old adage: ‘A man cannot enter the same river twice, for he is not the same man, nor is it the same river.’ Everything, including ourselves, always changes. The way you write about relationships would not be the same at the beginning of a love affair as it would be if you put pen to paper just after you had been dumped. It would be a lazy comedian indeed who decided that they have exhausted a subject for ever.


Write for your own pleasure


While we are on the subject of writing, I would strongly suggest that you get into the habit of writing for yourself. That is to say, write (and perform) what you think is funny, rather than trying to guess what your hypothetical audience wants you to say. All worthwhile comedians talk about what matters to them. That’s what the audience want to hear – your opinion on things. Have confidence that what you have to say on a subject is worth hearing. Your perspective is unique, the audience is desperate to hear your point of view. They know what they think, so tell them something new.


Have fun doing the exercises in this book. If it starts to seem like hard work, take a break. All creativity comes out of play, so don’t treat the time improving your comedy as a prison sentence.


Use the exercises as starting points to create your own games. If you can find an interesting ‘twist’ to the instructions, feel free to give it a go. There are no rules where creativity is concerned, except to say that if an exercise feels like fun when you are doing it and leaves you with a giddy desire to show off what you have just created, then you’ve probably done the right thing, even if it contradicts the rules for the particular exercise. You’re the boss.


Working individually


The vast majority of the preparation work that a comedian does is solitary. That involves a degree of discipline on your part, especially when you’re staring at a blank piece of paper desperately trying to remember if there is anything remotely funny in your head.


Set guidelines for your work.
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Key idea: Carry a pen and notebook










Always carry a pen and a little notebook with you because you never can tell when inspiration will hit you. If you can bear to look a bit weird, carry one of those pocket voice recorders with you and mutter the funny idea into it before it evaporates. But think twice before doing this on a first date!


Also, tell yourself that you are going to set aside an hour (at least) every day to write. That is time over and above when you may be jotting down an idea that occurs to you on the bus.
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Most importantly – and certainly when you begin – allow yourself the freedom of not being funny. Allow yourself to explore ideas without insisting that there is a punchline at the end of every sentence. This period of time is set aside for you to play – something which many of us have been actively discouraged from doing after childhood – so it may take time to relearn how to have fun again.



	

Set yourself a task




	

Try one of the following:




	

•  Write a list of all the kids who bullied you at school, and imagine where they are today (if there were any justice in the world!).




	

•  Give directions to a pub across town as if you were a functioning alcoholic.




	

•  Draw a pie chart showing how you waste your time.




	

•  Write down a list of everyday phrases overused at work that drive you crazy. Explain why.




	

•  Draw a Venn diagram detailing your recent dating history.




	

•  Find ten objects in your home, choose five, and explain why these five things mean that you are destined to die alone.




	

•  Take a well-known fairy story and write about it as if you were the social worker put in charge of the case.




	

•  Try and work out from your name what your ancestors did. For extra bonus points, draw a family tree showing their (fictitious!) contribution to history.




	

•  Imagine you were given only a month to live. Where would you go and why? How could you replicate the experience on a limited budget? Waikiki Beach might become eating pineapple chunks in a sandbox with a sun lamp.




	

•  Take any story in the world and list all the things you know about it. Don’t worry about the narrative; just list the things you remember. Feel free to make up facts (for example: no one ever remembers all the names of Snow White’s seven dwarfs, but that shouldn’t stop you making some up…




	

•  Write down crossword puzzle clues written by someone who’s just been dumped.




	

•  Draw a four-panel cartoon showing the rest of your life.




	

•  Write a list of your top-ten favourite films of all time and why they are your favourites.




	

•  Write a love poem written by a sanitary engineer or a traffic warden.




	

•  Write up a list of things never to say to a new partner.




	

•  Describe the worst Olympic sport (real or made up) and explain why it’s the worst.


•  List the obvious clichés in horror films.




	

•  List some really bad ideas for Christmas presents for your family, and say why they are bad.




	

•  Write a synopsis of War and Peace in less than 50 words.




	

•  Describe the plot of Macbeth in 20 words, and then see whether you can cut it down to ten.




	

•  Recount your worst fashion mistake ever.




	

•  List your favourite words and explain why they are your favourites. What do they remind you of? What do they conjure up? In fact, why don’t you grab a piece of paper and a pen, choose one of them and give it a go? Go on – close the book and see what you come up with. Give yourself ten minutes.




	

•  See if playing a simple, stupid game can kindle a sense of fun or glee into your brain. Ask yourself, does that particular game cause other games to be generated in your head? If so, why not give that one a try? Remember, all creativity comes out of play!







You will find some more interesting ideas and tasks to inspire you in later chapters: Chapter 5 lists quite a few creativity exercises; Chapter 7 will take you through several workshops designed to help you uncover funny material. There is also an appendix detailing lots of group comedy games for you to use if you are lucky enough to be working with a group of like-minded people.


Writer’s block


Setting yourself little writing games is possibly one of the best ways for a budding comedian to avoid writer’s block. It breaks things down into bite-sized chunks and makes every piece of writing a game to play rather than a task to complete.


The more you write, the more you are exercising those creative muscles, so keep to your daily or weekly schedule. And don’t judge yourself too harshly!


You may find, once you start, that the creative floodgates open and all this stuff locked up in your brain starts pouring out. Unfortunately for your social life, inspiration rarely follows a nine-to-five schedule. Friends and loved ones don’t always understand that you have to strike while the inspiration is hot; often, if they’re not performers themselves, they won’t understand that you have to write it down there and then, even if it means turning on the bedside lamp at two in the morning. So a little bit of sensitivity may be called for on your part. Usually, once they are made aware that comedy is your career, most partners will forgive the occasional burning of the midnight oil.


The two key qualities that an aspiring comic working alone should cultivate are discipline and perseverance: discipline to get the work done and perseverance to keep battering at the comedy industry until it begins to notice you. It can seem a very hard road when you’ve just been booed off the stage, but take heart that every comedian worth their salt has been booed off at some time in their career. By learning from their mistakes and by not giving up, they have become better performers.


Working in groups


This method has a lot to recommend it. Three or four like-minded new comedians brainstorming ideas will probably cover more ground through simple synergy alone than a solo comic would. Think about the way most American sitcoms are written: a bullpen of 10 or 20 writers will sit round a table and throw ideas at each other. This can, with the right people, be a very productive way of working.


Ownership issues of who wrote what joke don’t have to rear their ugly heads if clear guidelines are set at the beginning. At its root, you know if an idea is really yours or someone else’s.


Here are some simple working ground rules:


•  No ideas are to be shot down in flames while they are still in development.


•  No one person is in charge.


•  Try to say, metaphorically at least, ‘yes, and…’ to an idea rather than ‘no’. Saying yes builds on an idea. Saying no is effectively closing off a discussion. ‘What if…’ is a much better premise for a comedian to work with than ‘It could never happen.’


•  While general ideas are up for grabs (for instance ‘relationships’ is such a general subject heading as to be almost meaningless), specific ideas based on your attitude or experience belong to you. For example, I have some jokes about a diabetic cat I once looked after. If I had presented these to a group of other comics, and then found that the next week they had all come up with their own diabetic cat material, I’d be a little suspicious.


Those three or four people can also act as a support group for each other, pooling information about venues and being a friendly face in a crowd. Also, the presence of other people will galvanize the individual comic into working, rather than deciding to do some ‘research’ watching the TV, or staring out of the window.


Working in a group forces you to think how you can best present your ideas to other people. It stops it becoming just a mental exercise and makes you perform – stand-up is, after all, a social activity.


A few of the games and exercises in this book (and all the ones listed in the appendix) have been devised to work with a partner or in a group. The logic behind this is that it lets the individual comedian off the hook, by letting them react (hopefully in a funny way) to what their partner is doing. It also forces the comedian to up their game before trying it out in front of an audience. Chances are, if a funny idea can be communicated to one other person, it can probably be made to work in front of a paying crowd.


Comedy workshops


There are a number of professionally led comedy courses running throughout the world. They provide an opportunity for the new comic to ‘road test’ or ‘workshop’ their ideas in a safe, supportive environment. Many famous comedians of the past 20 years have taken part in them. If you live in a major city with a handful (or more) of comedy clubs, then there is a strong likelihood that there is a course running somewhere near you.


A few common-sense questions should indicate whether it’s a good course. Has it got a good reputation? Are other comedians recommending it? Is it run by a comedian? What is the standard of the comedians who have done the course? All these things can be checked out before the aspiring comic is persuaded to part with their hard-earned cash. A good course can, week by week, give the aspiring stand-up some concrete goals to work towards: setting homework, refining material or looking at an individual’s presentation skills. Just as a car mechanic needs a workshop in which to tinker with a vehicle, a new comedian may need a workshop situation in which to fine-tune their routine.


A workshop is a forum in which to experiment and to take greater risks than you might do by yourself. You could, perhaps, discover a unique performance style that no amount of working alone, or even in small groups around a kitchen table, could uncover. It also provides an opportunity for you to hone your craft in front of a large group of sympathetic strangers who are also trying to do the same thing. A good course should increase your chances of hitting the ground running when you get out there in front of paying audiences, as you’ve committed most of your ‘rookie’ mistakes in the workshops. You will also be used to performing in front of other people.


Collectively, 15 or 20 people are cleverer than one individual, and the group can goad the individual to greater efforts. Fifteen or 20 people also offer a greater opportunity to network.


The only possible downside to a workshop might be that it’s led by someone trying to impose his or her ideas of comedy on you.


I would be very suspicious of a didactic teacher who said that there was only one way of doing things – their way!


Before you go any further…


•  Buy a notebook dedicated solely to your comedy. Make sure it is with you at all times!


•  Draw up a working schedule. It is probably better to work little and often, rather being unrealistic and deciding to devote massive swathes of the day to writing.


•  Don’t beat yourself up if you miss a day here or there.


•  Don’t worry about being funny to begin with. Just write about what matters to you.


•  Feel free to stop writing if it all seems a bit too much like hard work. It should be fun.


•  Don’t limit yourself to just words. Employ diagrams, cartoons, bullet points, lists, or advertisements ripped from magazines that you have covered with comments. It is your workbook and you are writing for yourself – not for posterity!


•  Find out where your nearest comedy venue is and become a regular patron. Look at the skills (and mistakes!) exhibited by live acts and try not to place too much reliance on watching DVDs of your favourite comics as research.


•  Examine your everyday actions and those around you.


•  If something pleases you, write down why; if something annoys you, list all the reasons why.




PART ONE


Theory




1
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Where do jokes come from?
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Most of our spare time is spent trying to find ways to distract ourselves from the tyranny and tedium of everyday life. Often the cheapest escapes, a night out or an impromptu gathering can be the best. We characterize these events as ‘a good night out’ or ‘a good laugh’. We may fool ourselves into thinking that the amount of fun we have is in direct relation to the amount of alcohol we drink; but it is my belief that it is the setting that matters. Human beings seek out zones that offer us an opportunity to play. We crave novelty and we love to be told things that we didn’t know, whether it’s scurrilous gossip or where to get the best bargain online. In short, we are a bunch of monkeys who love to tell each other stories.


To have a laugh.
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Ramsey Dukes










‘I rather like those books where each chapter begins with a quotation.’
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What is laughter? It seems to be a very pleasurable activity that we all share, yet find very hard to analyse. It is a phenomenon not completely under our control: laughter can strike when we least desire it (giggling in church); it is hard to fake a laugh (ask an actor), but it is possible – sometimes – to suppress one. Every attempt to describe this state falls short of the truth. Calling it a ‘semi-involuntary reflex triggered by diverse stimuli’, as many behavioural psychologists have, seems to be missing the point and will probably not get us invited to too many parties.


It’s a mystery. Trying to explain laughter is a bit like trying to describe time: we all experience it, but it is very hard to put into words. Perhaps it has something to do with a loss of control in safe conditions. Think of the expressions we use to describe the phenomenon: ‘I was on the floor’; ‘I nearly wet myself’; ‘I was crying with laughter’; ‘I fell out of my seat’. They all suggest a sanctioned loss of control.


Laughter acts like a balm to the body and the spirit. We feel all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed after a good laugh; our body pumps out endorphins and we feel more human. But we are really none the wiser in understanding the strange alchemy that goes on in our brain when someone makes us laugh. Luckily, no one expects comedians to know why we laugh; the public is only concerned about whether we know how to make people laugh.


Perhaps we are on safer ground if we ask where the roots of comedy lie. But to address this, we need to broaden our remit and ask ourselves what fuels the act of creation.


Do we create funny ideas or do they come and find us?


Obviously, comedians are responsible for everything that comes out of their mouths – they are the creators. But are they the conscious creators? It seems to me that most of the jokes that I make already exist ‘out there’ in some strange realm of ideas, and that I travel towards them. Sometimes there is an awful lot of hard work involved in getting to that place, but that final leap of faith – that inspiration – seems to arrive from outside myself.


Creativity comes from beyond our everyday conscious selves. Indeed, our everyday selves can often get in the way of being creative.


We are trained from an early age never to trust the first draft of anything. Instead of learning the ‘fun’ of language, we are taught to conjugate verbs and parse sentences. When painting, we are expected to redraft the piece two or three times to make it technically better; we learn not to write how we speak, but to adopt a strange artificial ‘grown-up’ way of writing, full of bombastic phrases which no real adults use outside of a news report or a House of Commons debate. It all becomes a bit dry and dusty.


We are encouraged to learn by rote and disengage our creativity. If we are asked to be creative, we are encouraged to think that the process is hard, and to forget how much fun it was to play with ideas when we were younger.


The pity of it is that creativity and craft don’t have to be divorced from each other.


Most of us need to reconnect with our sense of play. We have to kill that little demon living on our shoulder telling us that what we’re doing isn’t good enough.



	

Practical creative games




	

Here are a few games that may help you start to rediscover your sense of playfulness. You’ll need at least one other person for some of them – certainly for the last one. The reasoning behind this is that the presence of another person will make you both try harder; also it gives you someone to react to. In all of these games, try to let yourself off the hook (they are supposed to be fun, after all) and don’t take charge! If you make your partner the boss and they make you the boss, then you won’t let your conscious self try to take control and mess it up.




	

Having said that, most of these group games could be tweaked into a solitary exercise, with a bit of thought, and it’s worth reading through them anyway as they may give you helpful ideas.




	

TV commentary




	

(This could be done alone or with other people.)




	

Turn down the television and supply the voices for the show. My personal favourites are old films and daytime makeover shows. Some people prefer soap opera or even adverts. Let your commentaries be opinionated.




	

Problem pages


(This could be done as a solitary exercise.)




	

Read aloud to your partner(s) the letters on a problem page. Try to add the occasional sentence or word that might exaggerate or alter the problem, perhaps taking it into a completely different area. Read out the answer and feel free to alter that too. Practise being flippant and learn to say the wrong thing at the wrong time. Be callous.




	

Letters written into local newspapers are also quite good sources for subversion.




	

Also, feel free to remember tried and tested group activities like charades. Anything that gets you out of your head and up on to your feet, showing how creative you actually are, is probably a good thing.




	

Timeless classics


(A solo writing game.)




	

Write the first paragraph of a famous book that you haven’t read and have only the barest passing knowledge of. But write it as if the author was obsessed with something incredibly minor, like teeth or shoes or door handles. How will that affect the text? For instance, what would War and Peace be like if Tolstoy had been scared of heights?




	

A liar’s biography


(A solo writing game.)




	

Write a biography about your glorious life and brilliant career as if you have a very weak grip on reality. For example, you may be delusional or borderline psychotic, self-serving or just a very bitter person. Be as detailed or as broad as you like.




	

One-word story


Two or more of you tell a story out loud, but you are each only allowed to give one word of the sentence. So if there were three people involved (A, B and C), it might look a little like this:




	

A:    I


B:    woke


C:    up




	

A:    today


B:    to


C:    find




	

A:    a


B:    frog


C:    on




	

A:    my


B:    pillow.




	

Make sure the story makes sense and that there are no jarring bits, such as one of you starting a new sentence before the old one is finished. Turn your brain off, listen to the other person (or people) and have fun. Eventually, try to get up to conversational speed, but start off slowly.




	

The seven ages of you


Choose a subtext and then write out your entire life in seven stages.




	

For example, as if you were fuelled by drinking habits:




	

1    Cheap beer


2    Wine


3    Expensive wine


4    Any wine


5    Gin


6    Rubbing alcohol


7    Embalming fluid.




	

Or if it was about the property ladder:




	

1    Living with Mum and Dad


2    Flat share with people you hate


3    Home share with partner you love


4    Divorce and living in a caravan


5    Inheriting the family home


6    Selling the family home for something more manageable


7    A wooden box.




	

If you prefer, try writing about the seven ages of specific famous people or a stereotypical profession.







Some modern theories of humour


Many people over the years have tried to come up with a universal theory of why we find things funny. Many of them are fascinating, but fail at being truly universal: at best they describe one type of humour.


With hindsight, we can recognize that these theories are embedded in their time; unduly influenced by the prejudices and concerns of their world. All writers fall prey to this, an example being Aristotle, who committed to paper the questionable idea that ‘women haven’t got souls’. (Do you think he wrote that after a particularly bitter break-up?) This unquestioning cultural bias permeates everything, but is often only visible after the event – like costume drama films of the 1960s that give the heroine a beehive or the hero a quiff. Only when viewed later do they stick out like a sore thumb. This is true with theories in comedy, which are as prone to fashion as anything else. So, having primed ourselves to be aware of cultural bias, let’s take a closer look.


HUMOUR AS A WEAPON


Charles Darwin popularized the general view that most aspects of civilized behaviour were nothing more than complicated versions of territorial behaviour common to most animals. Emotions, he suggested, were dangerous primal forces that had to be controlled by our self-made rituals. Beneath this polite, social facade lurked more ancient impulses.


Rather than physically attack someone (and possibly lose the fight), humour allowed the protagonist to symbolically kill his or her victim, or, if you prefer, to ‘put them down’. When a comedian uses a heckle put-down to shut up a noisy member of the audience, they are not so much trying to win a battle of wits as re-establish the animal hierarchy. Like any would-be alpha male or female, they are saying: ‘I’m in charge, listen to me!’


Humour, Darwin says, is all about dominance and control. The victims of our jokes are suffering the suppressed fury of our killer instinct.


Is his theory universal? It certainly chimes with the man who popularized Alfred Tennyson’s idea of ‘nature red in tooth and claw’, but it doesn’t explain how, if all jokes are predatory, we can find ourselves laughing at the absurd, or ourselves.


Where is the killer instinct in the following jokes?


What’s brown and sticky? A stick. (An ancient kid’s joke) I bought a box of instant water, but didn’t know what to add…


Steve Wright


I’m really worried about the state of the world, ladies and gentlemen. I mean, if things carry on the way they are… they’ll stay the same.


Pat Condell


[image: image]


HUMOUR AS A WAY OF MOCKING OTHERS


The French philosopher Henri Bergson wrote a long essay called Laughter, detailing what he thought was the origin and impetus of humour. In it he states that what we find funny is ‘…the mechanical attributes of inertia, rigidity and repetitiveness as they impinge on human affairs’. In other words, we laugh when we find other people reduced to unthinking responses, or who are on ‘automatic pilot’, or whose behaviour puts them on a collision course with the world. We laugh because we see others becoming inflexible.


This could mean something as simple as watching someone walk into a lamp post (slapstick), but it could mean we laugh when people’s brains fall out of gear: we laugh at someone who can’t stop mentioning diets in front of a fat person and digs a deeper and deeper hole for themselves. There is a scene in an Austin Powers film (and also in an earlier John Hughes movie, Uncle Buck) where the hero notices a mole on someone’s face and, despite his best efforts, can’t stop fixating on it. Another example would be when Basil Fawlty tells his staff not to mention the war to some German guests staying in his hotel, and then, when he is with them, is able to do little else. These comedians are portraying people trapped by their own mental programming and nothing their conscious mind can do will lift them out of it. That is their tragedy but, luckily for us, our comedy.


Similarly, when people are responding automatically, without taking changing circumstances into consideration, we can find ourselves laughing at them and their inappropriate reaction to a situation, like the befuddled politician who finds himself at election time kissing the hands of voters and vigorously shaking their babies, rather than the other way round.


HUMOUR AS A MEANS OF REVEALING A TABOO


Sigmund Freud’s book of 1905, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, takes the broad view that laughter is caused by repressed material which has not previously been allowed an airing. Freud says that often we will laugh at the shock of hearing things that haven’t previously been said or, more importantly, things which shouldn’t have been said. A joke uncovers that which is taboo. Rather like the child pointing out in The Emperor’s New Clothes that the monarch is naked, the comedian reveals what is under the surface, and says that which usually remains unsaid.


One of Freud’s interests lay in finding out why shared jokes are pleasurable and why someone would want to tell them or pass on old jokes to a new audience. What satisfaction is derived from this situation?


Apart from wanting to share the ‘eureka’ moment of the punchline, an obvious pleasure lies in sharing some dirty little secret, especially if the joke revolves around a shared prejudice (for example, all mothers-in-law are monsters, all Scottish people are tight with money or all Essex women are stupid).


This opens up an interesting dilemma for the comedian, of which more will be said later: do we give the audience what we think they want to hear? In other words, do we pander to their views? Or do we tell them what we want to say? Do we confirm their world view (and possibly their prejudices) or do we challenge them? How much is the individual comic a crowd-pleaser and how much is he or she an artist?

OEBPS/images/common5.jpg





OEBPS/images/common6.jpg





OEBPS/images/P003-001.jpg
Teach
Yourself





OEBPS/images/line2.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CGET
STARTED IN
STAND-UP

COMEDY

AAAAAAAAAAA





