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PREFACE


COMEDY IS IN DEMAND


The first recorded joke was written down in Ancient Sumeria in about 1800 BC. It went something like this:


‘Something which has not occurred since time immemorial: that a young woman did not fart till her husband’s embrace.’


You can bet that the writer sat back with a satisfied smirk, hopefully holding a cheque (or chunk of scratched wax) for the going rate. You can also bet that hundreds of aspiring comedy writers were muttering, ‘I can do better than that’, into their beer.


The style and subject matter of comedy may have changed (although fart jokes have clearly been around for a while), but society has always recognized the importance of laughter and rewarded those who can create it. A successful comedy writer can make a good living. A very successful one can live in style.


Scanning my Radio Times this week I counted eleven episodes of new sitcoms on TV and ten on radio, five new sketch and broken comedy shows on TV, five on radio, and ten TV game and presented shows which use comedy material. This doesn’t include the classic repeats on terrestrial, digital and cable channels, which probably run into hundreds of episodes.


And I haven’t counted the hundreds of thousands of comedy videos and clips jostling for space on the internet. Comedy continues to be a vital part of our lives.




Will awakens enthusiasm.


The I Ching






UNDERSTANDING THE CHALLENGES


COMEDY CAN BE HARD TO WRITE


It can seem a hard nut to crack when you’re starting out. Good ideas can be dispiritingly elusive. You can stare at your screen a whole morning with nothing coming into your head. And even when an idea does hit you, it can be hard to shape it into a sketch or sitcom that works. The writing doesn’t seem funny enough. It doesn’t do justice to the idea. You may spend weeks on a script which you started in a fit of inspiration, to find that the characters seem thin or the concept threadbare.


COMEDY CAN BE HARD TO SELL


Even when you’ve written something of which you feel proud, finding an outlet for it can be difficult. At times you may feel that the comedy industry is run by insiders who are set on blocking the entry of bright newcomers like yourself. You’re warned that a sitcom by an unknown writer has a tiny chance of being commissioned. You find that comedians write their own jokes or use a tight group of people they’ve known for years. TV and radio comedy output seems to be written by an inner circle who have closed their ranks. To rub salt into your wounds, you know that you have written material that is just as good as some of that which is produced. You have as much talent as those writers. How come they are in and you are out?


GRASPING THE OPPORTUNITIES


Stop there. Look at it in a different light. Now is a great time to be a comedy writer. Comedy is changing rather than shrinking. Some routes to success may have closed, but others are opening up. Technology has made possible a new range of opportunities and people’s need to laugh is as strong as ever.


THE BBC


Our biggest broadcaster has a remit to encourage new talent. They continue to produce programmes specifically designed to showcase new writers. Without a flow of fresh people coming through the doors of Broadcasting House, comedy would become stale and safe. BBC Radio, in particular, is open to new ideas and faces.


COMMERCIAL BROADCASTERS


Although they don’t have the same public service ethos, Channel 4 and the other commercial companies are always on the lookout for funny writers with a fresh angle. The route through their doors may be less direct than the BBC, but they know they won’t produce another Father Ted without keeping an eye on emerging talent.


THE INTERNET


•  Videos. Although having a script accepted by a major TV or radio channel remains the best way to success and payment, nowadays for the price of a camera you can reach a potentially large audience on sites such as YouTube. In between sending off your material to broadcasters, you can produce your own sketches, animations and quirky videos. They won’t make you rich, but you can get your work noticed.


•  Competitions. The prizes may vary from thousands of pounds and working with BBC producers to a showing on a website with your name below. Either way, your work will be getting out there and your reputation can spread.


THE LIVE STAGE


The rage for comedy clubs shows no sign of abating. If you have the urge to perform your jokes as a standup comedian or join a group of sketch performers, you greatly increase your chance of being noticed. If this is too far out of your comfort zone, try getting involved with a sketch team as a writer. Little Britain and The League of Gentlemen had their origins on the standup stage.




Nonsense wakes up the brain cells. And it helps develop a sense of humour, which is awfully important in this day and age. Humour has a tremendous place in this sordid world. It’s more than just a matter of laughing. If you can see things out of whack, then you can see how things can be in whack.


Dr Seuss





COMEDY WRITING IS A CRAFT


It’s one thing to know that there are outlets for your talent, it’s another to be able to come up with a flow of funny material. You may have what seems like a good idea, but to convert it into a concrete piece of comedy can seem like chiselling smoke. Treat the process as if you were making a table. First you must lay your hands on the raw material, which in comedy is the life all around us, and then use techniques to turn it into a usable shape. Your writing is a skill which only improves with constant practice.


Most successful comedy writers will tell you they didn’t become funny overnight. They learnt to write good scripts through a hard process of trial, submissions, rejections, rewrites and graft.


GETTING IDEAS


Much of this book deals with a comedy writer’s first task: to find ideas. They’re not always easy to come by, but practice and getting into the mindset will help you overcome blocks. It may sound counter-intuitive, but getting in touch with your inspiration is a skill like any other.


ADOPTING A STRUCTURED APPROACH


Writing is best done systematically. Moving steadily through the stages of finding an idea, creating a structure, writing and honing the dialogue and progressive rewrites takes much of the anxiety out of writing sketches, jokes and sitcoms. It may seem rather a ‘doing it by numbers’ approach, but following the process closely will allow your creative instinct to flourish.


UNDERSTANDING EACH GENRE


Many of the ‘rules’ of comedy are constant throughout all its formats. But, from the point of view of the writer, each genre demands a different discipline and mindset. The comedy genres are:


•  Sketches


•  Jokes


•  Sitcoms


•  Stage plays


•  Feature films


•  Novels


In this book we’ll be looking in depth at the first three. Novels take a narrative rather than dramatic form: the events are usually in the past rather than acted out before our eyes and are described in continuous prose. Film screenplays and stage plays are highly complex with distinct structures and ways of working. The industries for these genres work in a different way from those of broadcast and live comedy.


This leaves sketches, jokes and sitcoms, the most common everyday forms. Most developing writers tackle them in that order, which is the sequence in this book. All the genres have many things in common, but they all make very different demands on the writer. For example, when you set out on your first sitcom, you’ll find that the techniques you picked up writing sketches and jokes will be a big help but also that you will need a fresh approach to meet a very different challenge.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I recommend that you follow the chapters in sequence. The skills you learn are progressive and often transferable from one genre to the next. If you have an idea for a sitcom, the chapters on writing sketches will give you confidence in storytelling and character, which are central to sitcoms. If, however, your idea is burning a hole in your head and you can’t wait, then by all means head for the sitcom section first. But go back to the earlier chapters as soon as you can.


This is a manual, not a theoretical guide. The emphasis is often on technique and method rather than inspiration. That’s because inspiration comes quicker when you know what you’re doing. By following the exercises you will start up what will become a portfolio of sketches, jokes and a sitcom which you can begin to submit to producers, or even perform or produce yourself.


BEING A WRITER


From now on, you’re a professional writer. Even if you haven’t yet sold or even sent off a script, take your work seriously. Start to jot down your ideas, however vague, to look for markets, to study both contemporary and classic comedy, and to work out how you can find your place in it.


Above all, start to open up your mind. You’re on the first step of discovery of the myriad, crazy, critical and celebratory ways by which comedy brightens the way we live. It’s a life-affirming journey. You’ll learn how to look at the world in new ways and, best of all, to express your vision to other people and make them laugh. You’ll stay constant to the way you see things, but be better able to communicate it to others. Comedy is a way of getting people to see an unexpected truth that you will light for them.


See this book as a key to open up what’s already inside you. So – you supply the talent. You have a sense of your inner creative map and what wonderful episodes of comic craziness you’re capable of making. I don’t. But I can help you realize it. So let’s get on with the job.




Exercise


Think of three TV or radio comedy shows you know – two you like and one you don’t like. Ask yourself of the two you like, ‘Why are they funny?’ and write down the answers. Ask of the third one, ‘Why don’t I find it funny?’ And then, ‘Why was it considered funny enough to be commissioned?’
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WRITING SKETCHES: AN INTRODUCTION


WHY WRITE SKETCHES?


There’s nothing more creative and fun than writing sketches. You can paint scenes as surreal as Salvador Dalí or an observational miniature on an aspect of daily life. You can create characters as mad as any of those in a comic. You can put aside a premise and pick up another like a prospector fingering nuggets.


THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF COMEDY


If comedy is a drama that makes us laugh, sketches are where it all begins. You must find a comic idea, people it with funny characters, set them in conflict and then resolve it, all in the space of two minutes. You’ll have done what sitcom or movie writers do, but in a nutshell.


A GREAT TRAINING GROUND


It follows that sketch-writing skills will equip you brilliantly for all forms of writing. You’ll learn how to come up with a constant flow of funny ideas. You’ll write characters, dialogue and jokes. You’ll create dramatic situations. Best of all, you’ll learn the art of brevity. Distilling and refining your ideas into a two-minute format are important transferable skills which will make your sitcoms, screenplays and novels sharper and tighter. And they’ll really help you get to grips with jokes and one-liners.


Many successful comedy writers got their first breaks by writing sketches. Today there are regular BBC sketch shows (usually on radio) for new writers. Sketch comedy is vibrant on the standup circuit. And, within its limitations, YouTube is a good showcase for sketches.



SKETCHES ARE SHORT


This doesn’t mean you write them without effort. After a bit of practice, however, you’ll be able to create and hone a workable sketch in a few hours. Compare this with the months needed to write a sitcom or the two years you have to spend on a screenplay and you’ll see why it’s a good idea to begin on the nursery slopes of sketches.


Feeling enthused? Let’s begin at the beginning.


WHAT IS A SKETCH?


First of all, a sketch is:


•  A story. A situation is unfolding. Events build and, in one way or other, are resolved. Even the most apparently static sketch has a developing storyline to keep the viewer or listener hooked.


•  Short. The typical length these days is two minutes or even one. Up to about fifteen years ago, TV sketches could be five or six minutes. Then along came The Fast Show, with its thirty-second vignettes, and the comedy world changed. These days you need to think short.


•  Dramatic. Things happen ‘before our eyes’ as opposed to narrated events from the past (which is what you usually find in a novel). You’re writing dialogue and action.


•  Funny. Well, of course. Maybe I needn’t have said that. But I did anyway.


On top of this, sketches usually:


•  Use one location. It’s cheaper, simpler and faster. You may see sketches on TV which move from place to place but you’re advised to stick to the one set. This is a good discipline to practise right from the start.


•  Use a limited cast. Three or four characters are comfortable. With five, your house is becoming crowded. Can your four-person idea become a three? Or your three-character piece, a two? Brutally shoot your unneeded soldiers.


•  Contain conflict. A good sketch will have a level of jeopardy, a bone of contention between the characters. It doesn’t have to be violent or extreme.


•  Show one action in real time. A single event is enacted in the same time it would have taken to happen. Two minutes of action mean a two-minute sketch. This means that things can build quicker, the flow isn’t interrupted and, importantly, it’s cheaper. And, at the risk of seeming to harp on, it’s a great discipline.




Creativity is that marvellous capacity to grasp mutually distinct realities and draw a spark from their juxtaposition.


Max Ernst





UNDERSTANDING THE SKETCH GENRES


There are as many kinds of sketch as there are sketches. However, there are two overall genres which involve quite different writing approaches. They are:


THE IDEA SKETCH


This is what we’ll be looking at in the next few chapters. It’s based on a unique, distinctive premise. For example, four Indians go for a meal in an English restaurant in Bombay and behave as badly as English people do when they go ‘for an Indian’. That sketch, ‘Going for an English’, helped make Goodness Gracious Me a massive success.


Or it could be a caped superhero whose superpower is the ability to mend bicycles (Monty Python’s ‘Bicycle Repair Man’). These are both one-off pieces, the classic type of modern sketch. We need to distinguish them from:


THE CHARACTER SKETCH


This relies entirely on its characters for the comedy. They return time and time again for us to laugh at their antics and the way they talk. Unlike idea sketches, these sketches always run in a series, for as long as the writers and performers can get laughs out of the character. We’ll look at this genre later on.




Exercise


Make a list of five TV or radio sketch shows you know. For each of them, ask yourself if the comedy depends on stand-alone sketches or on running characters. If there’s a mixture, what is the proportion?





WHAT MAKES US LAUGH?


There are nearly as many theories about this as there are jokes. You can approach the question from a sociological viewpoint, a historical one, a critical one or a creative one and come out with a different answer every time.


RELIEF


One theory is that laughter is an expression of relief. It goes something like this: an early human saw a sabretooth tiger and was ready to run when he realized it was a donkey. The sudden evaporation of intense fear caused a laugh. It makes psychological sense, though the incident is rather hard to prove.


THE UNEXPECTED


This theory is similar to the first, but without the element of relief. For example, a conductor in formal evening dress turns to face the orchestra, raises his baton – and his trousers fall down. We may not feel relief at the sight, but laugh because it came completely out of the blue.


BREAKING THE RULES


You could also say that the trouserless conductor is funny because a formal convention is subverted. In an instant, we move from a respectful situation to a rude one. From this perspective, comedy is essentially anarchic. The established order is broken: the toff becomes a tramp.



CRUELTY


We laugh because we feel superior to the conductor. The fully dressed people in the audience take pleasure from deriding the one person who isn’t. The joke has a clear victim and the closed group torments the outsider with laughter. So, far from being subversive, comedy is conservative or even reactionary.


INAPPROPRIATE JUXTAPOSITION


If we had seen the conductor getting ready to get into a bath or go to bed, then there would be nothing funny about dropping his trousers. What was right for one situation becomes hilarious when placed in another. But if he was about to get into the bath and put on a top hat, we’d laugh.


STARTING TO FIND IDEAS FOR SKETCHES


But we’re not here as social theorists. We have a practical purpose: we want to create the laughs, not analyse them. When you’re writing an idea sketch you need a funny premise to sustain its momentum. Once you’ve found one that works, you’re halfway there. So all you have to do is stumble across a great idea, write it out and wham bam! you have a great sketch. Sounds simple, doesn’t it?


Well – it can be. Once in a blue moon. Sometimes a bolt of inspiration does strike a happy writer. Most of the time, however, the heavens simply don’t open. To find comedy gold we have to dig. And sometimes we have to dig quite a lot to find a single nugget. The good news is that there are a lot of techniques we can use to make the digging less back-breaking.


COLLIDING WORLDS


•  Inappropriate juxtaposition: you can create comedy by getting two or more realities to clash. Separately they may be completely unfunny but together they are absurd and inappropriate. Think of the top-hatted man stepping into the bath. Graham Linehan and Arthur Mathews followed up their huge Father Ted hit with the sketch show Big Train. Much of its surreal humour came from the juxtaposition of contrasting realities. In one sketch, the singer Chaka Khan shoots it out in a bloody Wild West gun battle with the Bee Gees. Another sketch took the form of a mock social documentary about farmers at a bidding auction, not for cattle, but for a trailerload of 1980s New Romantics. Pop singers in the Wild West. Fey 1980s trendies in a dirty cattle truck. You can see the comedy possibilities.


•  Juxtaposition of elements from the same world: look at an aspect of modern life, for example shopping. Imagine a couple of young hoodies looking at the kit in a high-street sports-gear shop. It’s a normal enough scenario. But in this shop the assistants have the mannerisms of top-end Savile Row tailors. How would the hoodies react? How would the shop assistants behave?


•  Juxtaposition of completely different worlds: our hoodies go into another sports-gear shop but all this one has on sale is haddock. Again, how would they react? How would the shop assistant try to persuade them that haddock is just what a streetwise kid needs?




Exercise


Look at five sketches from two or three well-known shows. Are any of them based on colliding worlds? What are the realities that are clashing?







→ NOW TRY THIS


Think of a mundane element of your everyday life, for example, getting on to a train. With what could you juxtapose to it to create absurdity? For example, how would the train passengers behave if another mode of transport showed up, say an elephant or a space shuttle?







The easiest thing to do on earth is not write.


William Goldman, screenwriter







Exercise


Think of an aspect of contemporary life (for example, dating or smartphones). Imagine trying to explain its benefits to an alien who is ignorant of Earth life. How could their questions and reactions show up the absurdity of the subject?





SUMMING UP


•  Sketches contain the fundamentals of most kinds of comedy.


•  The two main types are the idea sketch and the character sketch.


•  You can create premises for idea sketches by juxtaposing different elements of reality.
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WRITING SKETCHES: BUILDING YOUR IDEAS


You have a brilliant idea for a sketch. But what happens when you need to write a second? You can’t just go back to where you got it and pick another one. Even the most successful comedy writers don’t go through their day in a blaze of inspiration with brilliant ideas exploding in their mind. Most of the time, inspiration comes from work. There are techniques you can use to get your brain into gear and get those ideas popping, even when you’re feeling flat and uncreative.


OPENING UP A FLOW OF IDEAS


If you wanted to buy shoes, you wouldn’t go into a shop that sold just the one pair: you’d find somewhere with a range of designs and then make your mind up. It’s the same when you’re looking for comedy concepts. You need to find a broad base of potential material from which your ideas can spring. Once you’ve done that groundwork you can look at the possibilities and pick the most promising. That way, you’ll have several embryonic ideas to choose from: if you discard one, you can look at another. Just like buying shoes.


At the same time, our brains seem to work better when we limit our focus. When scouring the universe, our minds can become confused and overloaded. We work more productively when we concentrate on something concrete. We need to find a finite and specific theme, and then open it up to discover its widest possibilities.




You can’t wait for inspiration. You have to go after it with a club.


Jack London






USING IDEAGRAMS


These are a great way for comedy writers to get ideas. There’s nothing simpler. First pick a theme and then break it down into topics, which you spread out over a page or on your screen. You can now cast your eyes up and down the sheet or screen to find possibilities.
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