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Praise for I Laughed, I Cried


‘Viv Groskop has paid her dues so you don’t have to. The story of her whirlwind comedy apprenticeship is as funny as it is inspiring, and may also give you nightmares’


Tim Dowling


‘Ostensibly a book about comedy, really it’s about female ambition and the anxious ambivalence surrounding it: about the domestic price paid for success, or even for trying and failing, and whether it’s still more acceptable for a man than a woman to pay it’


Gaby Hinsliff, The Times


‘Brilliant’


Jo Brand


‘Stand-up may be enjoying a boom in the UK at present, but still only a small proportion of comics are female. Of that number, few are mothers, and of those, pretty much none started off doing stand-up when they already had three small children at home. Except for Viv Groskop. [Her] attempt to combine stand-up with a stable home life makes for a breathless read’


Observer


‘Viv Groskop is crazy, clever, brave and kind. But mostly she’s crazy. A real insight into a secret world’


Caroline Quentin


‘Sometimes comedians can be the worst of companions: boorish, self-obsessed and oddly humourless. However, Groskop keeps her sense of the ridiculous firmly intact throughout. A gruelling and frankly psychotic experiment . . . She documents each gig with great honesty. We follow open-mouthed as Groskop chases the comedy dragon at the expense of all else’


Mail on Sunday


‘Viv Groskop tackles her mission with wit, honesty and a devotion that borders on total insanity’


Mark Watson


‘Jack Whitehall, among others, gave her the good advice to learn from long-term experience, not in a frantic rush. But the rush was what Viv wanted. Smell not only the grease-paint but the sweat . . . Heroic’


The Times


‘The working mum’s version of Eddie Izzard’s 50 marathons in 50 days’


Sally Phillips


‘Insightful nuggets on the peculiar existence of comics, presented here in all their neurotic, competitive glory . . . There are some engaging snapshots from her childhood . . . I Laughed, I Cried is essentially a mid-life crisis played out over 22 chapters. It is also about finding out what you’re capable of at a time when your days revolve around school runs, daily deadlines, and uneventful evenings in front of the telly’


Independent on Sunday


‘An amazing book about stand-up that’s also about love, determination and pursuing your dreams’


Lucy Porter


‘She’s flirted with, heckled at, hated and applauded in pubs and dingy clubs across the country, all the time pining for her husband and children and overdosing on Diet Coke. Groskop’s account of the bewildering, triumphant and messy adventure is like whacking your funny bone: it makes you laugh and wince’


Marie Claire


‘This is exactly what it’s like starting in comedy. Viv Groskop completely captures the rare highs and frequent plummeting lows. Warm, life-affirming and a hugely funny read’


Jo Caulfield


‘Viv is the patron saint of anyone bonkers enough to do something they’re shit scared of ’


Sharon Horgan


‘Brave, yes. Crazy, almost definitely. But underneath all the jokes and bad nights, I Laughed, I Cried is the honest version of what pursuing a dream really feels like’


Red magazine online


‘Viv Groskop’s searing memoir charts the highs and many lows of her showbiz career to date, and is a tribute to following your dreams – even when they threaten to become a nightmare’


Belfast Telegraph


‘An emotionally turbulent read, littered with moments of unbearable anxiety juxtaposed with massive highs. Rarely has the struggle of the newbie comedian been so perfectly captured. Heart-warming, hilarious, uplifting and a joy to read’


GQ.com


‘A heart-warming entreaty for us to take life by the horns and leap over it’


Mslexia


‘Groskop is clearly some kind of superwoman. Her devotion to the quest and energy levels are astonishing. It could make a great movie. Kristen Wiig in the lead role, naturally. A kind of Fever Pitch for the world of funny’


Bruce Dessau, editor of comedy website


Beyond the Joke


‘An inspiring look at following your dream’


Candis
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One Woman, One Hundred Days,
the Mother of All Challenges
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Author’s Note


Between 28 August and 5 December 2011 I performed a hundred gigs over a hundred consecutive days. The following is a true account of that period, based on notes taken at the time. The gigs took place in the chronological order here. All references to people and places are real. I experienced everything in this story exactly as I describe it. It is all told from my point of view and, if there are errors, they are entirely mine. I decided not to give specific names to gigs (unless they’re very well established, like King Gong at the Comedy Store) because open mic shows come and go and many of those described here no longer exist. Where names are anonymous or details obscured, this has been done in an attempt to protect the guilty.













THE WARM-UP


July 2011


The back room of a pub in Stockwell, south London. Close to 11 p.m. ‘Please welcome to the stage . . . ’ Oh no, it’s me. Sometimes they don’t tell you where you are in the running order. I know I must be on soon as there are only a few slots left. But it still somehow comes as a shock. As I register my name being called, the adrenaline kicks in. For a good few seconds I can’t breathe.


I’m sitting near the back and I have to push through the crowd to get to the stage. Cheers, clapping, whoops of support. The applause dies down. It’s just me, a microphone and whatever I thought I was going to say. And – oh, yes – a massive white torture light shining in my face and blinding me. There’s the feeling, suddenly, that I have worn the wrong underwear: these pants are too tight and they are cutting into me. Not that anyone else knows this. I try not to let the information about the pants show on my face.


The audience, at least, is relaxed. Amateur comedy nights can be excruciatingly uneven. That is painful for everyone attending. But tonight has been one of the better ones. I’m here with a couple of friends. They are having a good time. I am having a good time. A lot of new comics I really like have been on tonight. The crowd has been warm and welcoming to everyone. No deranged hecklers. No major interruptions. No epic drunkenness. I’m feeling happy and relaxed. My underwear felt comfortable until I got on stage.


I have done maybe twenty gigs in the past year or so, so it’s not as if I’m as nervous as I was the first time I did this. That time the brightness of the spotlight surprised me so much that I stood up there with my hand shielding my eyes. I forgot all my jokes and had to fish a Post-it note out of my pocket halfway through my routine and then could not read my own writing. This is not going to happen tonight. No. I am marginally better prepared now. But I’m still not quite used to it either.


I have seen enough stand-up to know that it can descend into disaster in a split second. That’s what audiences go to live comedy for: the element of danger. It could so easily go so wrong. You can feel the relief in the room when the crowd senses that someone is in control and knows what they’re doing. I know I can be that person. But only if I get lucky. Very often I am not that person. I am the opposite of that person.


A tingle of nerves bubbles up. Can I remember the next bit after the bit I’m saying now? Yes, it’s there. Thank goodness. My memory is functioning. I allow myself to feel excited and actually enjoy what is happening. I love looking at the people in the audience, not that I can really see them. From the stage, the audience is in pitch-black darkness. But I can make out a few faces in the shadows in front of me. There’s an overweight man who looks like a roadie in the front row. He sits with his legs wide open, a pint in one hand trailing off to the side. As he laughs, his stomach wobbles and his drink sloshes out of the glass. He has lots of pale, white skin, a large reddish beard and a Metallica T-shirt. He’s not interested in looking at me (which is good because he has the face of a serial killer) but he is listening intently and laughing a lot. I can feel that he likes me. Or at least doesn’t mind me. I like him back.




To the other side are two girls dressed in what look like matching outfits: baggy T-shirts, leggings, slouchy boots. They are clinging onto each other, long hair everywhere, because they are obviously slightly drunk. They do want to look at me – or, rather, they want to stare and grin gormlessly. There’s a pause before one of the punchlines and one of them hiccups loudly and giggles at herself. They’re content. And bemused by the posh lady (I’m pretty sure that’s how they see me) telling jokes about her husband and kids and hip hop lyrics and whatever other stupid things I am saying. I beam contentment right back at them.


I have some new things I want to say: some jokes I have not put into this routine before. I have no idea whether they are funny or not as I’ve never said them out loud to anyone. ‘You know Tinie Tempah? Or “the short-arse with anger management issues”, as I like to call him? But don’t say that to his face. That would be da disrespect.’ (Giggling. This works.) ‘Jessie J’s Guide to Dating: do it like a brother, do it like a dude. But please use contraception otherwise it’s rude.’ (It’s from a lyric. Not everyone gets it.) ‘Sorry that I have come here looking like this. Unfortunately this is what I look like.’ (Everyone gets it.) The people I can see like the new bits. Metallica man has a wheezy, chokey chuckle. The two girls are infectious. They create more laughs because people are laughing at how silly they sound when they laugh.


I know there’s a section coming up where I can build up to some even bigger laughs and go out on a high. Sometimes I get nervous about it all going flat as I get to the last bit. But tonight I just feel like I’m meant to be here, these things are meant to be funny and we’re all just having a laugh. Everything comes out perfectly without me even having to think about it. Or, rather, it comes out perfectly because I’m not letting myself think about it.


If this were a drug then it would have to be made illegal because it’s completely corrupting. It takes all the willpower I can muster to force myself to tell the last joke of my five minutes because I feel as though I could stay up here all night and they would keep laughing. But I come to the words: ‘That’s my time.’


As I slot the microphone back into the stand, I can almost feel an inner force not wanting to let go of it and wanting to stay on stage. There are only two things stopping me. First, you’re not allowed to do longer than five minutes if you’re new. You embarrass yourself by making the compère stop you if you overrun. Second, I don’t have any more jokes. Much as there’s a part of me trying to stay here, there’s a voice inside me that’s stronger. ‘Quit while you’re ahead.’


Applause, cheers, whoops of support. I step out of the spotlight back into the darkness and disappear into the shadows at the back of the room. Someone else is talking on stage now but I can’t really hear them. My heart is pounding. This is the best moment. When you’re still up there talking and trying to remember the next bit, your brain is too focused to allow you to register how good you feel. It’s not until you step off the stage than you can really take it in. I lean against the wall at the back of the room, drunk with happiness. I had a good gig. My friend Ruth leans over and whispers, ‘You won’t let it go to your head, will you?’ Blimey. I didn’t think it was that good.


The next morning


‘Wow, Mum! You’re the winner! You’re the winner!’ At last night’s gig the audience voted for their favourite. That comic was awarded a trophy. The trophy is sitting next to my bed. Two small bodies are smothering me. They are arguing about who is going to look after the trophy and where the trophy is going to be kept. ‘Mummy’s the winner! Mummy’s the winner!’


The trophy is awarded every week. Sometimes the audience votes for the person who really was the best, a person you can imagine having some sort of distant future as a stand-up comedian. Sometimes they vote for the person who was only funny because they were so awful, a person you cannot imagine with a distant future or any kind of future in the entertainment industry or any other industry or in civilised society generally. This trophy is awarded fifty-two times a year. That’s a lot of new comics that the audience has liked. Most of those fifty-two will have given up comedy within twelve months.


Still, this morning I am not thinking about the fact that the trophy is not an Academy award. Or that it may have been given to me because I am not funny, I am simply laughable. I am thinking that I am a winner and that I can do this. As far as the children, Will, seven, and Vera, five, are concerned, I am now Michael McIntyre. Or I am at least as good as anyone on Britain’s Got Talent. Possibly better. Because I have got a trophy and they haven’t. The children show no awareness whatsoever that the trophy is three inches tall, made of plastic and weighs as much as a sugar cube. As far as they are concerned, it is the Olympic Medal of Comedy. And now riches, fame and greatness await us all.


I can’t pretend I’m entirely unimpressed by the trophy myself. Regardless of how the vote went at the end, I knew that I had had a good gig. When you know, you know. I would never have started doing any of this if I didn’t think I could sort of manage it. But until last night I had not really, truly believed that I could make it work. It’s Simon, my husband, who says what I’m thinking. ‘You won the trophy. What if you can actually do this?’




Twelve hours later


The basement of a pub in central London, near Tottenham Court Road. Early evening. I wouldn’t usually do two gigs in the same week, let alone two nights in a row. But somehow it has worked out this way. I am with two friends: Sam, a novelist, and Sarah, an editor. I am excited to tell them about the trophy. In fact I nearly brought the trophy with me.


We get drinks and go downstairs to check out the performance space because I haven’t done this gig before. As we turn the broken handle of the rickety door into the room, I gulp. It is a bit of a different vibe to the night before. There is no stage, no spotlight, no red velvet curtain. There is a dark basement with a low ceiling filled with mismatched chairs, some of them broken. It is a narrow, dank place with no natural light. This would be a good place to imprison someone you had kidnapped. The carpet is patchy and sticky. The stench of air freshener and rarely used coffee machine fail to mask the unmistakable smell of sewage.


I have asked Sarah and Sam to come to this gig because it is in central London and I knew it would be easy to get to. It is the first time they have seen me do comedy. As we all pull our sweaters up over our faces to block out the stink, I realise that this was a terrible error. You should never judge a gig’s suitability merely according to its location. You should only judge it by experience. I try not to think about this and focus on the memory of the trophy.


The clock ticks nearer to the supposed 8 p.m. start, but the room is not filling up at all. In fact my two friends are the only audience members. I get a sinking feeling. To my great distress, Sam and Sarah have handed over a crisp £5 note each, lips pursed but warding off my offer to pay for their tickets. (By comparison, last night’s well-attended gig was free.) I wince inwardly and attempt to wash down mounting waves of self-loathing with Diet Coke. I think £5 is probably too much to pay for a gig where there’s no one else in the audience and you’re going to be sitting through ten amateur comedians. We should be paying them.


The three of us go and sit in the second row as the only audience. All the other comics are standing at the back of the room. Once it becomes evident that no one else is coming, the gig kicks off. There is no discussion with the promoter and the MC about whether the night will go ahead, it is just assumed that it will. Sam and Sarah look mildly disgusted (that’ll be the sewage), but also supportive, hopeful and optimistic. I am thinking that any moment now the sewage smell will clear, some more audience members will turn up and this will be a fun night.


None of these things happen. It is high summer, very hot. The later it gets, the hotter it gets and the more the room smells of shit. By the third act we are watching with our shirts completely pulled over our mouths. I’m fourth in the running order. There’s nothing I can do except make light of the situation, run through my lame jokes and get through my five minutes as quickly as possible before I can go back to my seat and pull my shirt back over my nose again. Every feeling I experience is the opposite to what I had felt last night. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know why I’m here. If last night I had to be virtually dragged off the stage, tonight you need a cattle prod to get me up there.


Sam and Sarah try hard to force out some laughs when the microphone is in my hand, but they can see that I’m dying inside. With the whiff of a thousand cesspools bearing down upon us, not much is funny. By the time the next act comes on, Sam is looking at me daggers. She is not a person who suffers fools gladly. This is a serious convention of fools. And they have convened in a sewage works. I am including myself in this.


I do not know how or why it is that we manage to stay to the end but somehow we do. Possibly we are so incredulous that we have ended up in this awful situation that we become physically unable to leave. At one point there is an act who performs some kind of rat-catcher skit dressed as a pest-controller, reading it all from a clipboard. We are now laughing hysterically and cannot make eye contact with each other because it has turned into the weirdest night ever. By the time the last act comes on (even more depressingly, he is quite good and should not have to do this), we have turned our clothes into permanent face masks.


At the end, hanging onto each other because we are laughing so much (but not for the right reasons at all), we stagger back upstairs, away from the smell and away from the rat-catcher man. I buy drinks for Sam and Sarah, look them in the eye and say, ‘How can I ever pay you back for this?’ Sam looks at me, struggling to mask the pity in her eyes. ‘Basically you can’t.’ It is funny and we are making a joke of it. But, really, it’s not funny at all. Because they both know that I have spent a lot of time preparing for this and this is what I would like to do. And it’s pretty tragic. We have just had a depressing, wasted and stinking evening. I manage to make light of it. Inside I am dying.


On the way home, I cry on the train. The shame, the embarrassment. Why do I want to do this? When I get home I see one of the children has put the trophy in the middle of the mantelpiece. It looks small. It looks pathetic. It looks how I feel. I can’t have another gig like that. Not in front of friends. Not in front of anyone. I either need to take this seriously. Or give up.


One month later


I am sitting in the kitchen at my friend Dawn’s house on a late September morning. Six of us, friends since we were eighteen, have been at a twenty-year university reunion the night before. The remains of bacon sandwiches, half-drunk cups of coffee and crumpled newspapers are strewn across the table. Pretty much everyone is hung-over apart from me. I wasn’t drinking because I was performing stand-up as part of the event last night and therefore was the designated driver.


Everyone’s faces are frozen with that morning-after, half-panicked contemplation of what can be remembered of the night before. Bad things happen when people who are nearly forty go back to a place where they were once eighteen. People were drinking port from the bottle at 2 a.m. One of my friends had to be tied to a chair because she kept trying to lean ‘seductively’ out of a second-floor window. There was one excruciating moment when someone tried to start a ‘disco’ in the room where we were ‘partying by playing music on an iPod, turning the lights out and switching an Anglepoise lamp on and off repeatedly. There were some middle-aged attempts at dancing. It was at this point that I announced that the designated driver was tired and going home; anyone who wanted a lift would have to untie themselves from their chair and get ready to go.


In my sober state I have become a conversational target for Dawn’s mother, Rosemary, a formidable, practical woman, who has come round for Sunday lunch. Rosemary is a force of nature. No one else is really up to holding a conversation with her. She is berating me for leaving early: I should be staying for lunch and I am not. I am getting ready to leave. ‘I would love to stay. But I have to get to a gig in Brighton,’ I explain.


As soon as the words come out, I realise that I should have lied. I should have said: ‘I need to get home to cook dinner for my family’, or: ‘I need to get home to read my children the next chapter of Little House on the Prairie, or: ‘I need to get home to embroider my husband’s name lovingly onto a pillowcase’.




Rosemary raises her eyebrows. We are near St Neots in Cambridgeshire. Brighton is easily two hours away. She knows I have three children pretty much the same age as her daughter’s. My youngest child is only just one year old. Brighton? A ‘gig’? What is a woman of my age doing driving to Brighton for a ‘gig’ when I have already just spent the weekend away from my husband and children at a reunion? She looks at me, half quizzically, half accusingly. ‘A gig?’ She says the word as if I have just said I want to become a prostitute. ‘What sort of gig?’


‘I’ve started doing stand-up comedy, Rosemary.’ A startled reaction. ‘Stand-up comedy? Like Michael McIntyre?’ Her eyes start to pop slightly. The expression on her face is not unlike that of Dame Maggie Smith when she learns of the invention of the telephone in Downton Abbey. ‘It’s not exactly Michael McIntyre,’ I reply, as a picture of Michael McIntyre’s £3 million McMansion pops up in my mind’s eye, ‘But yes. Sort of.’


‘Where do you do that?’ ‘Everywhere I can. But mostly in London.’ ‘Do people think you’re funny?’ ‘Sometimes they do. Sometimes they don’t.’ ‘But Michael McIntyre is funny all the time.’ ‘Yes. I’m sure it appears that way.’ ‘Do they pay you?’ ‘Sometimes. Mostly not. It takes a long time to get good enough to be paid decent money in comedy.’ Another raised eyebrow. I am waiting for her to say, ‘Michael McIntyre seems to earn good money’, but she does not say this. Instead she asks what people always ask: ‘What’s your schtick?’


I hate this question. It’s a perfectly reasonable question. After all, what sort of comedy are we talking about here? Observational? One-liners? Dirty jokes? But I don’t really know yet how to describe what it is that I try to do on stage and so it’s hard to say. ‘Charming oddball, apparently.’ This is how a friend of a friend who reviews comedy has characterised my act. I don’t really like it but according to him this is how I come across. I am relieved not to have to get into what my material is, because I have not yet worked out how to characterise that either. Amusing wordplay about the trials of middle-class life? That sounds terrible. Jokes about motherhood and marriage? Even worse. Intentionally bad rapping about suburbia and feminism? Seal the exits.


Rosemary looks at me sceptically. ‘What does your husband think of all this?’ ‘Oh, Simon’s really supportive . . . He’s really into it.’ Rosemary narrows her eyes. What I’m telling her is all very well, if what I am describing were some new madcap hobby. We’ve all had one of those. Goodness knows, Rosemary’s husband once spent several years building a moat around the house with his bare hands. (This actually happened.) But it doesn’t seem to explain the fact that I’ve already been away from my family for one night, performed comedy last night and am now about to drive another two hundred miles to perform comedy again tonight. That seems a bit excessive for a hobby. The beady eye again. ‘So why Brighton tonight? So soon after last night?’


I have not really been telling anyone what I’m trying to do with my life at the moment as I’m only in the first week of trying to do it. But sod it. Maybe I should start now. A deep breath. I look Rosemary in the eye. ‘I’m doing a hundred gigs in a hundred nights. Today is day eight. I’ve done seven gigs. Tonight is number eight. If I miss tonight’s gig then I’ll be behind by one gig. That’s why I have to go. Otherwise I’d cancel it and stay for lunch. Obviously.’ She looks at me disbelievingly. A hundred gigs in a hundred nights?’ she repeats, checking to see if she understood what I said and whether I am serious. ‘Yes,’ I say, solemnly.


Rosemary bursts out laughing. I have never seen her laugh like this before. By the looks of it, neither has anyone else. She laughs for a very long time, stopping only to just about catch her breath and prevent herself from falling off her chair. I look on, coolly, secretly pleased. So far my efforts at comedy have proved a bit hit and miss. But if I can make Rosemary nearly fall off her chair then I must be getting somewhere. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, gasping for air, suddenly worried that she has offended me, ‘it’s just . . . why would you do that?’


‘I know it’s not a very sensible thing to do. And I sort of wish I had never started it. But I got the idea into my head that I needed to do it in order to find out if I am any good at comedy. I needed to know in the shortest time possible whether there’s any point in me going on . . . and now I’ve set myself this challenge and I’m stuck with it. I’m keeping a record of my progress, a diary. So that I can work out whether I am improving or not.’ (So far this process is not very scientific. I type stream-of-consciousness rants into my iPhone on the way back from gigs and write down the sometimes hilarious and sometimes horrible things other comics have said to me. Typical exchange: new comic: ‘How long you been going?’ Me: ‘I started two years ago but I’ve had some time off because I had a baby last year.’ He: ‘I’m not saying it’s a competition or anything. But I’m a single parent of a four-year-old boy and I have done two hundred and fifty gigs in eleven months.’ Me: ‘Oh. Okay.’)


Rosemary is both intrigued and horrified. ‘But you must be out every night.’ ‘Yes. I will be. For just over three months’ ‘What about the children? What about your husband?’ ‘They’re really into the idea,’ I lie, ‘they know it’s an extreme device to make myself do something I really need to do.’ I shrug. ‘Simon and the children don’t mind. Really. And it’s only three months’ ‘Heavens. A hundred gigs in a hundred nights. Good luck to you, dear.’ She chuckles to herself again. ‘It seems mad to me, though. Quite mad.’ Sideshow over, she turns to unload the dishwasher.


I pick up my car keys and go to get my stuff. It’s a long way to Brighton and I have to drop in and see the children and Simon on the way. The truth is, I am not entirely sure why I am doing it. And Simon and the children do mind. It’s only been a week. And they are starting to mind quite a bit.













SHOWTIME


A Diary of a Hundred Gigs in a Hundred Nights













1: Gigs 1 to 5:


‘What on earth were you doing up there?’


Day 1, Gig 1: Kingston-upon-Thames


Surprisingly lovely open mic indie music night in a wine bar by the river. This is a night where anyone can do anything they want: play the guitar, perform poetry, rap. High praise from fellow performer under-18s beatboxing champion Mr Soundbytz. (Catchphrase: ‘Soundbytz is gonna munch ya.’) ‘We’ve had lots of comics down here and they’re usually awful. You’re not. You’re actually funny.’ Not easy to get laughs in a room that hasn’t been warmed up by a compère and when the act on before you is a mournful country and western singer. My sister, who came with me for moral support: ‘I don’t know why you do these things. I suppose you were quite funny, though. Or, at least, they seemed to like you.’ Eight out of ten. If they’re all like this, this will be a breeze.


Day 2, cancelled gig: Stockwell


Well, this is a bad omen on only the second night. Gig cancelled as I realised I had failed to book myself onto the list. Some sort of email cock-up. My fault. At least I realised before I got there. Managed to get onto the list at Islington at the last minute. I am realising that the logistics of getting a gig every night are going to be one of the most stressful things about this experiment.




Day 2, Gig 2: Islington


Survivable to easy. Convivial gig. No major incidents. Strange, melancholy MC who claims to be Argentinian but that may be a sort of Javier Bardem character act. I later find out that he genuinely is Argentinian. This is somehow even more frightening. Six and a half out of ten. One mark knocked off for weird MC.


Day 3, Gig 3: King’s Cross


Wow. I can do this. Captured the attention of the whole room. Felt like I was flying. Felt like I could do anything. As I come off stage, MC whispers: ‘You f***king smashed it.’ This is what comedy people say when someone does well: ‘You smashed it.’ ‘You stormed it.’ ‘You took the roof off.’ No one has ever said this to me before. Ninety-nine out of ten. Floated the whole way home. I have found my vocation. If every gig is like this . . . then I’m in heaven.


Day 4, Gig 4: Soho


Just. Unspeakably. Awful. Unavoidable return to sewage venue (where I had vowed never to return). Couldn’t get a gig anywhere else tonight so had no choice but to force myself to go back. Attacked by another comic, a crazed gin and tonic-drinking girl who told me that my material was ‘just the same as everyone else is doing’. Biggest laugh of the night: ‘My name is Viv Groskop.’ I know I have a stupid name but what is that about? Told by MC that I resembled Theresa May. Never wearing pearl necklace again (too dangerous for heckles generally anyway). Almost beaten up in pub by cross girl (not the same as gin and tonic girl) whom I accidentally hit with my large handbag. Cried in front of barman because no cash for Diet Coke. Abysmal evening. Zero out of ten. If every gig is like this, I give up now.


Day 5, Gig 5: Islington


With Bee Gees lookalike MC. Initially, cheering. Loads of friends in the audience. Died on my arse. My friend Alex: ‘As soon as you started, I wondered what on earth you were doing up there.’ You do not want anyone to be thinking that. Three out of ten. Want to give up. Strangely sanguine about having a bad gig, though. Expected to feel worse. Breakthrough? Or I’m just becoming delusional?


*


On the morning of Saturday, 27 August 2011, my baby son Jack, our third child, woke up to find he had turned one year old. I made him a cake in the shape of a number one. His brother Will gave him some Smarties. His sister Vera ceremoniously handed over her favourite soft toy, a mouse called Mouse. (She later took it back again.) On that day I stopped breastfeeding after a year of lactating, cried for about half an hour and had a quiet evening at home. The following day I started my mission: a hundred gigs, a hundred nights. No more Mummy. It was showtime.


This is not something I had ever imagined I would do. Ten years ago I would not have predicted it. Even a few months before it started, I would not have predicted it. Ten hours before I started it, Simon, my husband of eleven years, still did not fully anticipate that I would actually go ahead with it. When I first told him about the idea of gigging every night for just over three months, one hundred nights consecutively without a break, he just looked at me blankly and said, ‘Why would you do this to us?’ But we all have things we wish we had done with our lives. This was mine. As a child, I wanted to be a comedian or a writer. In my twenties I became a journalist. I like being a journalist. I am perfectly happy being a journalist. But the older I get, the more often I find myself thinking, ‘Really? Is this it? Is this how my life was meant to turn out?’ I could feel my fortieth birthday in 2013 ticking away somewhere in the future like a time bomb.


I had always dreamed of being a stand-up comic, but only in the way that you might dream of walking on the moon. You might love the idea and read obsessively about other people doing it. But you never imagine doing it yourself. It was only after I hit my mid-thirties that I realised that there are some things in life which you can just do if you want to. No one is stopping you. Walking on the moon requires long-term planning and large amounts of cash. Stand-up just requires balls. And some basic organisational skills. (Which is why there are not that many women in stand-up comedy. They lack the basic organisational skills. Ho ho.)


It is stupidly easy to become a stand-up comedian. You just do it. You can be pretty much anywhere in the world any night of the week and be within a twenty-mile radius of an open mic gig. In London there are sometimes as many as ten of these a night. Any idiot can get up and talk into the microphone. One night, after doing a comedy workshop with some other people who had never gigged before, I became one of those idiots. Getting up there and getting through your five minutes is scary but not impossible. Doing it repeatedly and getting good at it? That’s a whole other thing.


I eventually became fixated on the idea of doing a hundred gigs in a hundred nights for practical reasons. First, it was the basic number that always came up whenever anyone who knew anything talked about comedy. I had taken a comedy workshop taught by a comedy tutor called Logan Murray, a stand-up comedian who has developed a following among new comics. He used to be in a double act called Bib and Bob, with Jerry Sadowitz. Now he coaches people towards their first gig and helps lots of more established acts refresh their material. Some of the people he has taught have done well – like Andi Osho and Rhod Gilbert. Murray says: ‘You need to do a hundred gigs before you even know whether you want to be a stand-up.’ He also cited a hundred gigs as the minimum marker for getting paid; before that point you couldn’t really hope to be paid. Before I started this extreme experiment I had done a few dozen gigs in two years and earned £10.


During the time I should have been out doing gigs, I spent a lot of time reading Logan’s book, Teach Yourself Stand-Up Comedy. I think I thought that if I read it enough times, I would somehow become a stand-up comedian without actually having to do any stand-up comedy. This was not working. In the book, the comedian Richard Herring (affable, shambolic, was once one half of Lee and Herring with Stewart Lee) says this: ‘There is a chance that you are not as funny as you hope. There is always time to improve and no one steps up on stage and is just brilliant straightaway.’ That’s comforting to read. Then he adds: ‘But don’t keep plugging away at this job if it really is not working for you. I would set a time limit of, say, five years. If you find that audiences still don’t like you and promoters don’t want to book you, then it could be time to think about doing something else.’ FIVE YEARS? I am nearly forty. In five years’ time I could be dead. I do not have five years.


If you read any interview with any stand-up comedian it will tell you the same thing. You have to do stupid amounts of gigs for stupid amounts of time (and, generally, no money) before you get any good and certainly before anyone like an agent, a manager or a television producer notices you and helps you towards some kind of career. Sarah Millican (cake-obsessed Northerner, biggest DVD sales ever for a female comedian) says that in her early career she gigged every night possible and took a slot wherever it was offered, no matter how inconvenient it was to get to. This is what you have to do to progress. There is no other way.


At the kind of gigs where you can get on the bill when you’re new, the gig is free and the pub just agrees to put on a comedy night because they want to boost their drinks sales. Sometimes the pub will pay a small fee to someone to organise some comedy. One or two of the acts might see a bit of this money. It’s unlikely, though. Basically, you are doing unpaid work experience and you have to be bloody grateful for it. You won’t get on the bill at better, well-attended gigs unless you have been around for a while and people know you. As a new comic, you need to try out your jokes and get used to performing. Winning comedy competitions – or at least getting into a semi-final or a final – is a big help. But to win those, you need experience.


You quickly realise that you are in a catch-22: you are not good enough to get in front of a real comedy audience, but unless you can get in front of a real comedy audience you will never get good enough. This is where the open mic gigs on the amateur circuit come in. These are gigs where you can book in advance to perform or where you can take your chances by turning up on the night: you may or may not get on the bill. In London some of them are well established and have been running for years – Lion’s Den Comedy Car Crash, Comedy Virgins, King Gong at the Comedy Store. (It is an unwritten rule that they are always called horrible, scary names, like this. And Comedy Bin. Touching Cloth is another.)


Then there are the big gigs which everyone on the amateur circuit is always trying to get in on: Up The Creek in Greenwich, Downstairs at the King’s Head in Crouch End and Comedy Cafe in Shoreditch. The five-minute spots at these places are all booked months in advance. You’re more or less guaranteed a full house at these gigs and that’s what all new comics are chasing: a room packed full of punters. Because they are long-standing venues and properly promoted, they pull in reliably big crowds. Plus, you have the chance to be on the bill with more established acts, one or more of whom might be getting paid for their spot. You can learn from these people and pick their brains. You can ask them to watch your act and give you feedback. Also, if the promoter likes you, they might ask you back to do an ‘open spot’ (unpaid) at a more professional night they run. Or if you’re really good, they might book you straight in for a ‘paid ten’ (a ten-minute spot paid anything from £10 to £100 or a split of the takings on the door). Comedians who have been on the telly will do ‘paid twenties’ (twenty-minute spots) on Friday and Saturday nights, running between gigs in central London to make as much money as possible. Sometimes they’ll do five in a night. You don’t get to do this until you have been doing comedy for many years.


For the amateurs there are dozens more ‘bringer’ gigs. These are open mic nights where you are guaranteed a spot if you bring one or more audience members. Then there are nights where most of the acts are unpaid but they are booked and chosen by a promoter. Some of them will book you unseen if you send an email. Others want to see a video of you performing. Others want you to come to their night first and talk to you. Mostly they want you to bring audience to their gigs. It might sound crazy that you have to be selected and vetted for ‘work’ which you’re not even being paid for, but these gigs are basically providing a rehearsal space for new comics. And there are so many new comics out there that promoters can pick and choose who performs. On Facebook there’s a group called Comedy Collective for information about open mic gigs in London. The number of members – now almost two thousand – has doubled in a year.


If 99 per cent of all of this is unpaid, 100 per cent of it operates according to unwritten rules. Some of the gigs will only book acts once every six months. Others have waiting lists. Others have promoters who have their favourite type of comedy and if your comedy is not that, then you are going to wait a long time to get a slot. Maybe forever. This is why lots of comics set up their own gigs. In fact most of the amateur circuit open mic gigs are now run by comics for comics. At these gigs on a good night there will be between ten and twenty people in the room (fewer if the room smells of sewage). Ten of these will be comics and the other ten will be their friends (or possibly other comics, having a night off from gigging). If you’re lucky maybe three or four people will be genuine punters. If there are more than twenty or thirty people in the room, then truly that is a red-letter day. As you can imagine it’s not ideal, doing these kinds of gigs, but while you’re waiting for your once-every-six-months slot in front of eighty people at Downstairs at the King’s Head, it’s all there is.


It’s because of all this that before attempting to do a hundred gigs in a hundred nights I have not really done that many. Doing a gig in front of four hundred people at a fundraiser at Leicester Square Theatre is stressful. (I did this when I had only done about a dozen gigs in total. I was completely unprepared and it was horrific.) Doing a gig in front of twelve neurotic comics, two of their friends, a tramp and three Italian tourists who don’t speak any English is far, far more stressful. But unless you do the gigs with the tramps and the Italians (sorry, Italians, it’s not your fault, I picked you arbitrarily and there are probably more Swedes around these days anyway), then you will never be good enough to do the big gigs. You will never really be good enough to do anything.


Knowing all this, for the first two years after I discovered comedy I spent a lot of time avoiding tramps and Italians by not doing that many comedy gigs at all because I was scared. Instead, I devoted all my time to thinking about Richard Herring’s advice. Five years seemed like such a long time and I couldn’t imagine putting everything else in my life aside and just doing comedy for that amount of time. Then, just as I was thinking that I needed to give up any thought of doing comedy properly, I happened across a maxim about changing your life: that in order for anything new and radical to happen you have to practise a new habit every day consecutively for ninety days. It struck me that that is a much more manageable period of time.


There is a lot of controversy in the rehab industry about where this idea came from and whether you have to stick to it in order to succeed. The ‘ninety days’ thing is used in Alcoholics Anonymous as a basic minimum requirement. Some people in the movement think you should attend ninety meetings in ninety days. The idea first came up in an article in the Alcoholics Anonymous newsletter Grapevine in 1959: ‘Surely you can spare ninety days from your life? They might prove to be the most useful days in your entire lifetime. You may learn whether or not you’re an alcoholic. And that’s a good thing to know.’ That is a good thing to know. But I am not really interested in whether I am an alcoholic. (That’s not true. I’m not in AA but I know that I am mildly alcoholic, which accounts for my interest in such things.) What I want to learn is whether I’m a stand-up comedian. That would be a good thing for me to know. If I could spare ninety days from my life, would I have the answer?


Somewhere between Logan Murray’s hundred gigs, Richard Herring’s five years and AA’s ninety days, I settled on this idea. The thought of devoting my life to comedy for five years was daunting. What if I did a hundred gigs in a hundred days as a compromise? That would be close enough, surely? After that I would definitely know if I wanted to be a comedian. And I would also have a pretty good idea of whether I’d be good enough to be one too.


I had form on this score. I like extremity. When I was on my university year abroad in St Petersburg, I learned Russian by banning all contact with English speakers (including my own parents) for six months. In my mid-twenties I used to smoke forty cigarettes a day. I decided I wanted to stop and gave up from one day to the next. When I was in my mid-thirties I took an A level to prove that A levels are not as easy as some people say they are. When I have fixed my mind on something, I do it.


So I set up the hundred gigs. I thought if I planned it all on a computer spreadsheet, it would be too easy to delete if I started to lose heart. So I took a piece of paper and wrote a hundred consecutive dates on it. I started booking gigs and filling in each date. From the point of view of securing the gigs themselves, it looked as if it would be possible. But it was not going to be easy. There were plenty of open mic gigs on Mondays and Tuesdays where I could more or less guarantee that I could turn up unannounced and get a spot, even if it sometimes meant I had to bring an audience member in order to be allowed to perform (which was a pain but I could do it). Every other night of the week I would have to pre-book. Fridays and Saturdays were going to be the biggest problem because they are the nights when people want to pay to see comedians off the telly. There aren’t so many open mic gigs on those nights. But maybe I could find a way around it. I convinced myself that I’d be able to get on somewhere every night if I really pushed it. This was the purpose of doing a hundred gigs in a hundred nights: to force myself into getting the stage time.


I made some rules. First, I would try to gig every night, but if that was impossible and I had to miss a night then I would double up the night after. I had seen other comics do this: you ask to go on first at one gig and go on last at another. Doing three gigs in a night is ‘tripling up’. It’s one way of getting extra stage time. It’s not something you would want to do every night – it’s exhausting – but it was the only way I could guarantee the experiment would work if I got ill or if gigs were cancelled. I would also try and get as many daytime gigs as possible (I had an inkling that these existed here and there), so that I could take some nights off. And I would try to gig as widely as possible, so that I wouldn’t just be doing London gigs. I needed to work (at journalism) and earn money during the day to make this whole experiment affordable, but if I could feasibly travel anywhere to gig, then I would. Gigs outside London are sometimes regarded as a better testing ground. The audiences can be harsher. It’s not just comics and their friends like it can be in London; it’s proper punters.


Second, I would record video footage of every gig and watch it back at the end of every night or first thing the next morning. I needed to know if the good gigs were as good as I imagined and if the bad gigs were as awful as they seemed. Third, I would keep a diary of the gigs in note form on my phone. I knew that my memory was unreliable. I inflated both the good gigs and the bad gigs over time, making them seem better and worse in my mind than they actually were. If I had a record of how I felt at the time, it would give me a better sense of whether I should go on with this whole business or not.


Fourth, and finally, at the end of the experiment I would add up how many gigs were good and how many gigs were bad. If the bad outweighed the good, according to Richard Herring’s rules, I was officially rubbish and should spare the world from any more of my performances. And I would have done it in three months instead of five years.


I decided I would get Jack’s first birthday out of the way before I started, because what sort of person starts an experiment like this before their baby has even turned one? I realise this slightly overlooks the fact that a person with three children, one of them still a baby, is not much better. But I am the person who quit smoking forty a day overnight. I can do this thing. This is my mission. I would let Jack have his birthday and then I would start. Before he was one year and one week old, I’d done five gigs.
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