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In memory of

GILDA RADNAR

who made us all laugh and showed me
what was truly important



About This Book


In the beginning, God created heaven and earth.

Great opening line—but unfortunately, already been used. And thou shalt not steal material, especially from God. But then, that’s an entirely different kind of “bible,” at least in most respects. What that Bible and this bible have in common is wisdom. Wanna learn how to love thy neighbor? Read that one. Wanna learn how to make thy neighbor laugh? Read this one. This version of the bible will show you how to discover your originality, craft it, and turn your sense of humor into a moneymaking comedy career—no joke! The Comedy Bible—don’t be funny without it.

If you’re serious about comedy, then here’s why you need this book:

[image: image]    Because you hear others say, “Hey, you’re funny, you should be a comedian.”

[image: image]    Because you want to quit your day job and make money being funny.

[image: image]    Because you would like to turn those ideas jotted down on scraps of paper into sitcom scripts.

[image: image]    Because you think that you’re as funny as the schmucks you see on TV.

[image: image]    Because sometimes when you see a new sitcom or hear a comic tell a joke you say, “I thought of that!”

[image: image]    Because you think people are stealing your comedy ideas, and you’d do something about it but you can’t get off the couch.

Some of the funniest people I know are waiting tables, cleaning houses, temping in offices, and whining about their lack of success while less gifted comics and writers are making millions. Why not you? No matter what your day job is now, you could make a living doing comedy, although very seldom does real success come over night.

Even the best comics started out doing something else. Jay Leno started out as an auto mechanic. The late, brilliant Sam Kenison was a Catholic priest before he started doing stand-up. Writer/producer Barry Kemp, Emmy-nominated writer of Taxi and producer/creator of Newhart and Coach, started as an insurance salesman in Phoenix. Rodney Dangerfield was selling house paint before he became famous—which might be why he didn’t “get no respect.”

If you have a talent for making people laugh, there are a lot of opportunities for fun and profit just waiting for you. And a person can make it in the funny business without ever getting onstage. Comics express themselves in many different ways. Many, of course, do get onstage, acting and doing stand-up, but others write sitcoms, screenplays, and songs, while others express themselves through cartoons, advertising, and more. People who know the craft of comedy writing are pursued and paid well for their talent. From politicians to manufacturers, everyone has got something to sell, and comedy sells it best. It’s no wonder, then, that many politicians have a staff of comedy writers working for them so that they don’t become big jokes themselves. They know also that ideas presented with humor become the sound bites that make the six o’clock news. And of course, advertisers know that commercials that make a jaded TV audience laugh will move merchandise more effectively than any other method. Even Hallmark employs comedy writers to write their humorous cards.

Humor can even get you dates. Just look at the personal ads—“sense of humor” is the number one requirement of many people seeking a mate. But the big question is, how do you go from being one of the guys who gets drunk at parties and lights his farts to being a Jim Carrey, who gets paid over $50 million a year to light his farts?

After ten years of running comedy workshops, coaching over five thousand comics, and doing stand-up at thousands of events myself, I have developed an understanding of what it takes to be successful in comedy—and it isn’t luck, relatives in the business, or a boob job. Those things may get you in the door, but they aren’t going to make people laugh—unless, of course, it was a really bad boob job. What it takes to make it as a comic or as a comedy writer is a combination of talent and craft. If you have a gift for comedy, then I can show you how to shape your gift into the sort of “funny” that will get you noticed and paid. The proof? After taking my eight-week course, many beginning stand-up comics have been signed, often after their first performance, by some of the biggest and most powerful agents, managers, and studios. And some stand-up students who have gone on to become successful writers found that their scripts read more humorously and sold more easily because they could pitch funny.

Of course, just as there are specific things you can do to make your career happen, there also are things that will kill and sabotage your success. This book will tell you which is which. Believe me, I know, because I’ve done it all—the good, the bad, and the unfunny.

About Me

I have been very fortunate to make a living doing what I love most—comedy. I’ve worked at only one nine-to-five job in my life—teaching theater for two years at a private boys’ school in Los Angeles. Other than that, for twenty-five years I’ve made a living performing, writing, and teaching comedy (all of which is not bad for a twenty-nine-year-old). For the first ten years of my career I did clubs and television shows. At the height of my performing career I was on the tube every week and on the road forty weeks a year as a headliner in comedy clubs and concert venues. I was nominated for Atlantic City’s Entertainer of the Year award for my performances at Caesars Palace. I have produced and written television shows. I’ve written books that have won awards (OK, one book that won one award), seen my film scripts optioned and my plays produced.

Sometimes I look at the things I own and marvel: “This outfit cost me three jokes.” “This home cost me one script—but ten drafts!” After all these years, I still am amazed at being able to make a living off my sense of humor.

But this book is based only partially on my successes. In fact, it’s based mostly on my mistakes and failures. Like when I had too much time in the greenroom before going on national TV and decided at the last minute to throw all my material out the window and do something new—and unfunny. Like the time I spent doing material that I didn’t believe in because I wanted to be what I thought was commercial. The time I didn’t sign with a major manager because I was scared of success. The time I finally had an audition with a top television producer and let my fear crush my craft. The time I inappropriately used profanity in my act during the taping of a network television show and really f**ked up. The time I slept with a bartender who looked exactly like a producer at NBC—but wasn’t. And like all the times I brutally judged myself, squashing my creative process. I have learned a great deal from my mistakes and so can you.

If you have a modest amount of ambition and talent, you can create the opportunity to show your funny stuff to someone who can change your life. But to make it work to your advantage, you will need to be very well prepared. It used to be that an agent or manager would spot raw talent, work with that person to become his or her best, and then present their find to the industry once that person’s talent and persona had matured. But today’s fast pace and the overwhelming neurosis of show business seldom allow that to happen anymore. Few agents, managers, or producers really know if they themselves are going to have a job next year—or even next week—and in this state of paranoia and insecurity there’s little room for long-term bets on talent. These talent finders want someone prepackaged, predefined, and predisposed to deliver the goods on a moment’s notice. Given this environment, comedy performers and writers can no longer afford the fantasy of waiting to be discovered. Instead they need to discover themselves and become masters of their craft, so that when opportunity knocks they are ready and able to deliver the goods.

Talented funny people need guidance if they are to demystify the creative process, get out of the way of their own success, and make a living. The Comedy Bible is an instructional guide, aimed not only at showing you how to express your humor but also at guiding you to pay attention to your ideas so that others will too. If you’re going to succeed you have to learn how to discover your talent (and how to exploit it) rather than wait to be discovered. In The Comedy Bible you’ll learn how to hone your persona; how to master your craft and be able to meet the demands of success; how to stop waiting for that agent to come into your life and, instead, to make it happen yourself; how to market yourself; how to take your talent and career into your own hands and put your comedy vision out there in a powerful way. This is the kind of book I wish I had had when I started out, because the pathway to success doesn’t have to be a secret.


Part One: Warm-up—Is There Any Hope for You?


A comedy career is not for everyone. It’s one thing to be the funny dentist, able to get your patients through their most excruciating moments, and quite another to have a career in comedy. Let’s face it, it’s harder when the audience isn’t on laughing gas. In this part you will take tests to find out what fields of comedy best suit you, learn how to collect and organize your ideas to get started, and discover how to get beyond fear that can stop you in your tracks.

Part Two: Comedy Workshop

Great works of art don’t come from divine inspiration but from ordinary, day-to-day activities and observations. Your life is a joke—and that’s the good news. Wake up and smell the comedy around you—in your relationships, your breakups, and your dilemmas. You might find your entire act, screenplay, or sitcom tonight at the dining room table. I will show you how to transform the raw material of your life into commercially viable comedy projects—whether a stand-up act, a one-person show, a situation comedy, or a magazine piece.

Part Three: Funny Money

By the time you read this part, you will have an act or a script or some piece of comedy material in development. Now it’s time to get out of the house and present yourself and your material to others who are in a position to appreciate your work. Showbiz is business, so here you will find tips from the stars on how they carved out successful careers in comedy. It’s nice that your drinking buddies think you’re funny, but wouldn’t it be funnier—and lots more lucrative—if the entire state of New York thought so as well? It’s time that you were not the world’s best kept secret.

Let’s begin …



PART ONE

Warm-Up—Is There Any Hope for You?




What Do You Want to Be When You Grow Up?


“When adults ask kids, ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ they’re just looking for clues themselves.”

—PAULA POUNDSTONE

There are a lot of ways to make a living from comedy. You can perform it, write it, draw it, or manage it. From the list below, check which ones you’re interested in or think you know you’re good at.


Performing Comedy


[image: image]   Stand-up comic

Depending on the quality of your act, you can work at comedy clubs, hotels, concert venues, colleges, or corporate meetings, on cruise ships, at open mikes, or at your aunt Thelma’s eightieth birthday party.

[image: image]   Improviser

Sketch TV shows such as Saturday Night Live and Mad TV scout improvisers from improv troupes such as Second City (in Chicago and Toronto) and the Groundlings (in Los Angeles), as well as improv festivals (Austin, Texas, Montreal, Canada). Improvisers are in demand for acting and TV commercials as well as for voice-over work, feature animation, and game shows.

[image: image]   Commercial actor

Funny people who can add sizzle to ad copy are cast in high-paying TV commercials.

[image: image]   Voice-over performer

Comedy timing and technique are required in this field, which needs comics to add funny character voices to cartoons, TV commercials, and feature animation.

[image: image]   Warm-up for TV shows

Most TV shows hire a comic to warm up the live studio audience before and during the taping of TV shows and infomercials.

[image: image]   Radio comedy

Funny song parodies turned unknown “Weird Al” Yankovic into a famous and rich man. Radio stations buy prerecorded song parodies, impersonations, and other comedy bits produced by small production houses that specialize in creating this type of material.

[image: image]   Radio talk show host

As more talk shows fill the AM and FM airwaves, radio producers are turning to comics to keep their listeners laughing and listening.

[image: image]   Cruise ship entertainer

Imagine doing your act for your grandmother—that’s the kind of act you need to work cruise ships. If you’ve got four different twenty-minute clean sets and don’t mind living with your audience for a few weeks, then this could be for you.

[image: image]   Corporate humorist

If you can make people laugh with clean material, then entertaining at corporate events might be just your thing.


Writing Comedy


[image: image]   Customized stand-up material

Some stand-up comics who perform supplement their income by writing for other comics. And then there are those funny people who have never done stand-up themselves but who write it for others, such as funnyman Bruce Vilanch, who writes for Bette Midler and the Academy Awards show.

[image: image]   TV sitcoms

Comics are hired to staff sitcoms or develop sitcoms for stand-up comics who have development deals. Many of the most successful sitcoms are based on stand-up comedy acts. Stand-up comics Larry David and Jerry Seinfeld became billionaires when they turned their stand-up acts into one of the most successful sitcoms ever—Seinfeld.

[image: image]   Punch-up

TV and film producers hire comics for the important job of punching up, or adding laughs to, a script.

[image: image]   Screenwriting and directing

Comedy directors often start their careers with live performances. Betty Thomas started in an improv troupe and went on to direct features such as The Brady Bunch Movie. Tom Shadyac, director of Patch Adams, Liar, Liar, and The Nutty Professor, actually started out in my stand-up workshop. Two years later, he directed his first feature, Ace Ventura.

[image: image]   Literary writing

“Funny” can also translate into books, magazine articles, and newspaper columns. George Carlin turned his unused stand-up material into the book Brain Droppings. Comedy director/screenwriter Nora Ephron (You’ve Got Mail, Sleepless in Seattle) wrote short funny magazine pieces that later became a popular book, Mixed Nuts. Dave Barry expresses his “funny” in a nationally syndicated column and in books.

[image: image]   Development and producing

Funny ideas often translate into projects for commercial TV and film. Paul Reubens’s character Pee-wee Herman started out as a character in an improv show at the Groundlings. It turned into an HBO special, two feature films, and an award-winning children’s TV series.

[image: image]   Animation writing

All major studios actively look for funny people to write and punch up their TV and feature animation projects. Irene Mecchi began as a comedy writer, writing comedy material for Lily Tomlin. Now she works for Disney animation and was the screenwriter of The Lion King.

[image: image]   Internet work

Because a good laugh can stop an Internet surfer at a Web site, companies such as Excite, Yahoo!, and AOL hire comics to write catchy copy.

[image: image]   Speechwriting

Many CEOs and politicians turn to comedy writers to provide sound bites so that they get noticed, win over their audiences, and don’t get stuck with their foot in their mouth.

“I know what they say about me—that I’m so stiff that racks buy their suits off me.”

—AL GORE, 1998, WRITTEN BY MARK KATZ


Marketing Comedy


[image: image]   Merchandising

Funny ideas can turn into funny products, such as Pet Rocks, screen savers, or greeting cards. Skyler Thomas, who started writing jokes in my class, put his jokes on T-shirts. They became major sellers and he now runs a multimillion-dollar T-shirt business called Don’t Panic, with stores nationwide.

[image: image]   Ad copy

Who do you think writes those funny bits in ads that get your attention? Comedy writers.

“Most relationships don’t last as long as the L.A. Marathon.”

—L.A. BILLBOARD

[image: image]   Managing and booking

Many agents and managers started by putting shows together for themselves and ended up booking others.

Right now, of course, you don’t need to make a commitment to any specific comedy field. Actually, no matter which field of comedy you are interested in at the start of this book, be open to the possibility of shifting winds. You might be totally committed to performing stand-up until someone offers you a $50,000-a-year job writing funny ads for toilet cleaners. It could happen.

You might start off thinking you want to be a stand-up comic and end up discovering that you have a lot of ideas that can work as sitcoms. Billy Riback started out doing stand-up at the Improv at $25 a night, and now he produces comedy TV shows making millions. Conan O’Brien and Garry Shandling were both sitcom writers before they became comedy stars. In 1978 David Letterman was a joke writer for Jimmie “Dy-No-Mite” Walker. The Zucker brothers and Jim Abrahams, who created and directed the movies Airplane!, Naked Gun, and Ghost, began their careers in a comedy improv troupe in Madison, Wisconsin, called Kentucky Fried Theater. And then there’s Gary Coleman, who started off as a comedy actor starring in his own sitcom and ended up as a security guard. Go figure!

The various fields of comedy can morph into one another. Sometimes a comic’s act becomes the basis for a sitcom (Roseanne), or a screenplay becomes a sitcom (M*A*S*H, Suddenly Susan). Even jokes have become merchandise: Rosie O’Donnell’s slingshot toy has sold over 2 million units.

I became a stand-up comic thanks to United Airlines. I started off as a funny magician working at the Magic Castle in Hollywood—I levitated celery, sawed a man in half, and performed a death-defying escape from my grandmother’s girdle. United Airlines changed the course of my career when I arrived in Cincinnati and my act arrived in Newark. That night I walked onstage without my tricks, without an act. I was so scared that I just started babbling about what happened, and to my surprise, I got laughs. I then ranted about all the humiliations of my life and the laughs got bigger, and before I knew it, my twenty-minute set ended. It was then that I learned the biggest lesson about comedy: truth is funny and shows up even when your luggage doesn’t. I became a stand-up comic, because why schlepp around a bunch of props when people will pay you just for your ideas? Recently I’ve added to my work schedule by doing funny motivational speaking at Fortune 500 companies. Who knew?

The bottom line is, funny people are not limited to one field of comedy, and many of them overlap. For right now, you don’t need to know what you want to be when you grow up—all you need is your sense of humor. But first, let’s make sure you have one.



The Right Stuff—Do You Have What It Takes?


Some people, no matter how hard they try, just aren’t funny. It takes a certain disposition to do comedy. So, how do you know if you have the right stuff?


The Yuk Factor


Circle the answers that describe you best.

yes   no   Do you think that you’re funnier than most of the schmucks you see on TV?

yes   no   Every time you open your mouth, does an inner voice say, “You should be writing this down”—even during sex?

yes   no   Are you jealous of everyone who makes a living from comedy?

yes   no   Could you think of funny jokes even at a funeral?

yes   no   Do you ever think that you are the only sane one in your crazy family?

yes   no   When you get angry, do you get funny?

yes   no   Would you tell people your most embarrassing moments and inadequacies if you could get a laugh?

yes   no   Do you notice the quirks of life that other people miss?

yes   no   Do you study the minute details of life, such as lint?

yes   no   Do you sometimes imagine a future full of the improbable? Such as, “What if men got pregnant?” “What if you were born old and grew young?”

yes   no   Do you think you look funny when you’re naked?

yes   no   Do you talk back to your television?

yes   no   Did you grow up in a family where few things were really discussed and communication was at a minimum?

yes   no   Do you imitate your family behind their back?

yes   no   Do you have opinions about everything?

yes   no   Do you get accused of exaggerating?


You Are As Funny As You Think


Garry Shandling, famous comic, would answer all twenty questions “Yes.” Teri Aranguen, my accountant, answered only four “Yes.” If you answered more like Garry and less like Teri, then give up the spreadsheet—you have a comic’s disposition. You might be working as an accountant but you are thinking like a comic. It’s not how you currently make your living that makes you a comic but how you think—how you see the world, your attitude about the absurdity surrounding you, and of course, how you can make people laugh. If you imitate your family members behind their backs, you’re not being rude; you’re doing what we call act-outs. If you are funny when you get angry, you already know how to deliver with attitude. If you have opinions about the service in a restaurant, the new TV season, interest rates, don’t think of yourself as a know-it-all; you have a hit on a topic. And if you are insanely jealous of other comics’ success, it just might be a healthy expression of your own desires for success. But if you want to watch other comics in clubs, follow them home, and watch them through binoculars, you’re not an observational comic—you’re a stalker. Get help.

We funny people are not normal. In my workshops, the normal ones are not the funny ones. We think differently. For instance, having a hard time at work? Normal people think, “What a bad day.” Comics think, “A bad day … and material!”

“I used to work in an office. They’re always so mean to the new girl in the office. ‘Oh, Caroline, you’re new? You have lunch at nine-thirty.’ I worked as a receptionist, but I couldn’t get the hang of it. I kept answering the phone by saying, ‘Hello, can you help me?’ It’s so humiliating to go on job interviews, especially when they ask, ‘What was the reason you left your last job?’ ‘Well, I found that after I was hired, there was a lot of tension in the office. You know, I found it difficult sitting on the new girl’s lap.’”

—CAROLINE RHEA

[image: image]

Normal people express their sense of humor by memorizing jokes; comics transform their life experiences into punch lines and write their own jokes.

We funny people are a strange sort. We like laughs, even at our own expense. We funny people were the cave people who probably slipped on the banana peel just because we were certain that it would get a laugh. We think a lot about little things, such as lint or hotel soap.

“I like tiny hotel soap. I pretend that it’s normal soap and my muscles are huge.”

—JERRY SEINFELD

We think slanted—out of the box.

“A lot of people are afraid of heights. Not me—I’m afraid of widths.”

—STEVEN WRIGHT

Most people hide their defects; we comics show them to the world. Matter of fact, the more people who know about how fat we are, how bald, how insecure, the better we feel—as long as we get a laugh.

“I have low self-esteem. When we were in bed together, I would fantasize that I was someone else.”

—RICHARD LEWIS

We love to expose stupidity.

“Please, if you ever see me getting beaten up by the police, please put your video camera down and help me.”

—BOBCAT GOLDTHWAIT

[image: image]

We generally grew up in a family where few things were really discussed and communication was at a minimum, but we remember every humiliating thing that happened.

“I don’t feel good about myself. I recently broke up with this woman. Why? I felt she wasn’t into me. I said, ‘I love you. I adore you. I worship you.’ And she said, ‘Ain’t that a kick in the head.’”

—RICHARD LEWIS

We’ve kept a mental record of our family’s weirdness because we knew even at an early age that they were a source of material.

“Both my parents got high my entire life. We used to go on family trips together without even leaving home. I don’t have childhood memories. I have flashbacks. I think that’s why I hate to travel, because we never went anywhere. Oh wait, we did … rehab. That was fun.”

—VANESSA HOLLINGSHEAD

We usually think that we are the only sane ones in our families, but usually we are sorely mistaken. We are not normal. We are comics.

Most people have misconceptions about what comics are like. Comics are not necessarily funny, happy, outgoing, laugh-getting clowns. I have a friend who had the misplaced idea that she would have a really fun dinner party by inviting a bunch of comics. She anticipated a laugh-a-minute kind of night. Wrong! It was a Nietzsche sort of night: her cooking was analyzed, two people felt too depressed to talk, and three others felt too fat to eat. At one point, when the conversation turned to creative ways to commit suicide, the hostess decided that this would be a good time to go to a movie and asked that we lock up when we left.

“If I ever commit suicide I’m going to fling myself off the top of a skyscraper, but before I do I’m going to fill my pockets with candy and gum. That way when the onlookers walk up they can go, ‘Oh, Snickers, hey!’”

—PATTON OSWALT

Being a comic or a comedy writer is not for normal people. It’s a way of looking not only at your life but at your dreams. If you are a comic, you probably even dream funny. It’s a discipline to pay attention to ideas that come at all times, even during sex. “Hold it right there, honey, I’ve got to write this idea down.” It’s about living in the funny zone twenty-four hours every day—watching life, having opinions, recording them, and fleshing them out to a finished piece. That’s the discipline.


Starting with Your Ideas


We all have funny ideas. We wake up with them; we get them in our sleep, or while drinking coffee or driving our car, and even in times of grief.

Ellen DeGeneres is an example of someone who managed to turn tragedy into comedy. A close friend of hers had died, and while alone and grieving in her fleabag apartment, she was inspired to write a routine that would one day make her a star—“A Phone Call to God.”

“I don’t understand why we have fleas here because fleas do nothing at all beneficial. But I thought at times like this when we can’t figure it out for ourselves … wouldn’t it be great if we could pick up the phone and call up God and ask him these things. Just pick up the phone and call up God—‘Yeah, hi God, it’s Ellen … Listen, God, there’s certain things on this earth. I just don’t understand why they’re here. No, not Fabio. No. But there are certain things, I mean, Jesus Christ. No, I didn’t mean that. That was great. We’re still talking about that. No, I was thinking more about insects. No, bees are great. The honey. That was clever. You’re welcome. I was thinking more about fleas … they seem to have no beneficial … [waiting] No, I didn’t realize how many people were employed by the flea collar industry … not to mention sprays. Well, I guess you’re right. Of course you are … ’” [edited]

Whenever I tell someone that I’m a comic, they bend my ear about their idea for a sitcom, a screenplay, or a joke. “You know, a lot of people tell me that I’m funny!” the person will say.

“OK, and please install my cable, Mr. Funnyman.”

So, what is the difference between someone making a living from their ideas and someone who sees their ideas on TV and says, “Hey, I thought of that?”

It starts with paying attention and writing your ideas down. Many funny people aren’t even aware that the ideas flying through their minds have the potential to become successful creative ventures. Some people are so overwhelmed with the day-to-day struggles of life that they don’t even pay any attention to that quiet insightful voice, the one that says, “This is really funny, I should write it down,” and the voice that says, “This would be a great television episode.” You might say to yourself that these ideas are nothing. But look what Jerry Seinfeld did with “nothing.” There are a thousand little observations about the details of life that fly past us every day. Don’t let them go to waste.


	PRO TALK with Carol Leifer, stand-up and writer/producer on Seinfeld


	“I get my ideas from life. I was out at dinner and ordered a bottle of wine and the waiter gave me the cork to smell, and I felt stupid sitting there sniffing it. ‘Yeah, that’s a cork.’ And then the waiter laughed, so I wrote it down and put it in my act—‘You feel like such an idiot, the guy hands you the cork and it’s like, “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do …” Like, “uh, yeah, yep, that’s cork.” ’”




Buy Comedy Supplies

[image: image]   pen

[image: image]   small notebook (one that fits in a pocket)

[image: image]   large binder

[image: image]   100 index cards

[image: image]   small tape recorder (digital is the best to save your ideas as individual sound bites)

Exercise: Keeping an Idea Book

You’ve probably been thinking up ideas for many, many years. Well, now it’s time to write them down. Get yourself a notebook that you keep by your bed and another, smaller one that can fit in your pocket. Carry this, a working pen, and a small tape recorder with you all day. You don’t want to lose the next major sitcom hit that will boost the profits of NBC because that day you didn’t have a pen that worked. Write down all ideas within a few minutes of thinking about them.

Divide the big book into sections—for example, jokes, sitcom, film, and career ideas. Each morning before you get out of bed, before you pee, spend just ten minutes writing down fresh ideas. If you don’t have any, then just keeping writing about anything—your dreams, your revenge fantasies, anything. They don’t have to be funny. Just the act of writing down these ideas will keep the mental pipeline open.

The morning is the best time to write. Keep the paper and a pen by your bed so that when you wake up, all you need to do is reach over and start writing. If you need coffee badly, then prepare it the night before and put it in a thermos by your bed. Any activity that you put between you and writing will give you an excuse not to do it at all. If you have to go to work early, set your alarm ten minutes earlier. It’s a start.

Do not get out of bed before concluding this brief writing period. And do not give in to any self-negotiations, like “I’ll skip today because tomorrow I’ll have the whole day to write.” This line of thinking is a formula for sabotage. Very few writers write the whole day. It’s unrealistic. Can you write for ten minutes? It might not seem like much, but if you fill three pages a day, in a week you’ll end up with twenty-one pages. At the end of a year, that’s a book, a screenplay, an act.

These morning writings are not supposed to be masterpieces. Occasionally you’ll produce an incredible idea, wonderful dialogue, hysterical jokes, but for the most part it will be drivel, and that’s OK. Get the juices going, the records in place, and the discipline in gear. The more pages you have, the more likely you are to hit on some truly inventive stuff. As anyone in sales knows, it’s a numbers game. The more darts you throw, the more likely you are to hit something. The more people you date … You get the idea. It’s like Amway.


	PRO TALK with comic George Wallace


	“I write my joke from seeing stupid things. Stupid signs. ‘Quiet Hospital Zone.’ And there’s nothing making noise but the ambulance—a big siren going ‘Woooo.’”




If something does strike you as a workable idea, put it on an index card. These index cards will come in handy when outlining a sitcom or putting together your stand-up act.

[image: image]


	PRO TALK with comic Richard Lewis


	“I carry a pad of paper everywhere and if something strikes me funny I write the premise down. Over the course of a few months I will have thousands of these premises and I circle those that really make me laugh, and think about how I can actually say it onstage. Over the course of a tour, premises develop and grow into routines and oftentimes strong one-liners. I tape every show and if I ad-lib, I add that to the show.”




Some suggestions about this free-form writing:

[image: image]    Do not judge it.

[image: image]    Be messy.

[image: image]    Do not try to be funny.

[image: image]    Don’t go back and reread your stuff for at least a month. That way you’ll be able to reread it with fresh eyes.


Habits: Honoring Your Ideas


Ideas are starting points and are neither good nor bad. There are half-baked ideas, crazy, wild, tiny, and big ideas, but none of them should be judged before you take each for a run. One of the mistakes neophyte comics make is that they are too quick to label an idea bad, wrong, or stupid before they investigate it.

For instance, which of these ideas is “bad”?

[image: image]    Idea for a sitcom—“How about a sitcom where a nun has a big hat that makes her fly?”

[image: image]    Idea for a film—“It’s the middle of the Korean War. Everyone is getting blown to bits. But the doctors are really funny.”

[image: image]    Idea for a joke—“I’m so depressed I want to kill myself. I wonder if there is a punch line here?”

All of those ideas led to comedy that made money:

•    The Flying Nun was a popular TV series starring a very young Sally Field.

•    M*A*S*H was a wildly popular film directed by Robert Altman and served as the basis for a long-running and very successful sitcom.

•    One of comic Paula Poundstone’s signature pieces was about suicide.

“I tried using carbon monoxide, but my building has a big underground parking garage so it was taking a really long time. I had to bring along a stack of books and some snacks. People would go by and tap at the window and say, ‘How’s that suicide coming?’ and I’d say, ‘Pretty good, thank you, I felt drowsy earlier today.’”

—PAULA POUNDSTONE

Exercise: Writing Your Ideas

What are the ideas that you’ve been carrying with you?

Remember, ideas are starting points. If you are like most creative people, you probably have been carrying around a lot of ideas. Whether you are interested in stand-up or scripts or something for the printed page, it’s good to explore different forums. Write at least one idea in your notebook

[image: image]    for a joke

[image: image]    for a sitcom

[image: image]    for a magazine article

[image: image]    for a film

Studying what makes you and others laugh is a great starting point for understanding comedy. Sometimes it’s someone’s attitude, the way they say something, the combination of different points of view, an argument, or simple stupidity. Carry around your idea book with you for the next forty-eight hours and write down exactly what you saw, heard, or said that got a laugh or a smile. Telling a joke does not count, unless it was a joke that you wrote. Rather, your laugh-getting comment could be an off-the-cuff remark you made while at your therapist’s office, at a party, at the office, or at the dinner table. Get off the couch, out of the house, and pay attention!

Make a list of what got laughs.

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________



______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

Describe what it felt like to get laughs. Be descriptive rather than just saying, “It felt good.”

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

Look over the lists you just made. You might have noticed that when you are getting laughs, there is something that you are doing differently that is making you funny. It’s important to know what that something is. For example, if you got a laugh while telling a friend a painful story about something that happened to you, did you exaggerate the humiliation? Did you make up things that didn’t really happen? Did you make yourself more of a victim?

Find five things you or someone else did that heightened the “funny,” and write them here.

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________


The Funny Zone


“People ask me, ‘Steve, how do you get so funny?’ I say to them, ‘Before I go onstage I put a fish in each shoe. That way I feel funny.’”

—STEVE MARTIN

[image: image]

Look over your list about the feelings you get from making other people laugh. Are the following some of these words on your list—alive, present, playful, angry, imaginative, energized? If so, then you know what it’s like to be in the funny zone.

All of us funny people have been there. You’re at a party and the subject of bad dates comes up. You join in with stories about your own dating hell, but you’re in the funny zone and you’re getting laughs. Matter of fact, the more horrible the story is, the more everyone laughs. You ride it, and you get a feel for controlling the laughs, exaggerating just the right amount, acting out your date, adding the perfect amount of sarcasm—you are in the zone. And that is how you create comedy material. It was spontaneous and it worked. The trick is to write it down as soon as you can, before you forget what you said. Keep track because life is full of comedy material.

“I hate singles’ bars. Guys come up to me and say, ‘Hey, cupcake, can I buy you a drink?’ I say, ‘No, but I’ll take the three bucks.’”

—MARGARET SMITH

[image: image]

Have you ever had a fight with someone that turned funny? There you are, both yelling at each other when suddenly you take a turn into the funny zone—still angry, but funny. You might be still fighting, but you are also creating great comedy dialogue. Write it down. And you’ll probably win the fight, too. We are more likely to win fights with a punch line than a punch-out.

“Does it hurt your back to kiss your own ass like that?”

—FROM NBC’s WILL AND GRACE, WILL’S RETORT TO A FRIEND WHO IS BRAGGING ABOUT WHAT A LADIES’ MAN HE IS

Looking in the mirror you notice that you’ve gained weight, but instead of calling yourself a worthless tub of lard you start playing with your bulging midriff and start seeing some advantages to being fat. You have leaped into the zone. And you write it down.

“I used to think it was weird that dogs had nipples on their stomach … then I looked at myself naked.”

—JUDY CARTER


Getting into the Zone


My experience as a comedy coach has been that when students bring in material that they carefully plotted out on their computers, it can be clever and smart but sound too literary and contrived to get laughs. The best way to write killer material, the kind that will rock a room and threaten to create hernias from laughing too hard, is to capture and expand upon spontaneous moments. That means that you want to create material when you are in the funny zone.

As children we play and joke and aren’t worried about what others think. Put a comic and a kid onstage and the audience invariably will watch the child, because children are always in the zone. You can write comedy while sitting alone at a computer, but it might end up sounding forced and devoid of energy. This doesn’t mean you necessarily need to be standing, talking, writing, and improvising all at the same time when you create comedy material. It’s different for everyone. You need to find for yourself what it takes to put you in the zone.

For me, it’s working in front of another comic—someone who doesn’t judge me and understands that 80 percent of my attempts at comedy material are going to fail. Someone who keeps the energy going. I almost never create material alone or sitting down. I need to be standing up. I am not funny in a chair. I also never fully write my material down. Instead, I jot notes on the back of unopened junk mail envelopes. That is what works for me. What works for you may be very different.

Exercise: Finding Your F-Zone

Look back at the exercise “Writing Your Ideas” on page 40, where you listed what you were saying when you made others laugh. Describe the circumstances. Were you standing? Was there music on? What else? Recreating these circumstances will help to put you in the f-zone no matter what kind of mood you are in.

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

But getting into the zone is just a start. Whether it’s a joke, a script, or a greeting card, comedy takes work. I’ve seen a lot of very funny, talented people quit when the going got tough. Comedy can get scary.



Comedy … Be Afraid, Be Very Afraid



	PRO TALK Martha Graham to Agnes De Mille


	“There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening that is translated through you into action. And because there is only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique, and if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium, and be lost. It is not your business to determine how good it is, nor how valuable, nor how it compares with other expressions. You do not even have to believe in yourself or your work. It is your business to keep the channel open.”




Does the thought of standing alone onstage trying to make a sea of strangers laugh scare you? Do you get a knot in your stomach at the words “Well, I read your script and I have some comments”? Does sitting in front of a computer with no ideas whatsoever fill you with thoughts of “Well, maybe working at Staples wasn’t that bad!”

If comedy scares you, then congratulations—you get it. Comedy is scary. A survey taken by USA Today noted that the number one fear people share is not the fear of dying but the fear of standing in front of people—and dying, so to speak. Just look at the words comics use: “I died.” “I killed them.” “I slayed them.” Comedy can be violent. Or at least it can feel that way. So, if you aren’t frightened of doing comedy or writing comedy, take your pulse—you might be dead.

You also might have some “neggie” voices turning up the volume when you try to do something creative. Do any of the following criticisms have a familiar ring to them?

“You’re no good.”
“You’re stupid.”
“You’re doing it wrong.”

Some of us have had our creativity so beaten down by others—most likely parents—that we annihilate our own ideas before they can take form. Let’s say that when you were a child you built the most wondrous sand castle. You were absolutely committed to translating the vision in your head into reality. Then let’s say your dad comes along and tells you that you are doing it wrong. “Castles don’t look like that,” he says. “Do it this way.” How do you think you are going to feel the next time you are in the sand? You don’t want to do it wrong, so you just don’t do it. How many times did something like that happen to you? Take those experiences and multiply them times a million and you might understand what’s blocking your creative free expression of your ideas. It becomes safer not doing, not trying, not taking the risk of being wrong. You become another person, sitting on a couch drinking beer and criticizing others, saying things like, “This guy sucks. I could do it better than him.”

But you don’t do it at all.


Fear—It’s a Good Thing


It’s worth spending some time on the topic of fear. I see so many very talented comedy neophytes quit because they let fear get the best of them. One student in my class was so terrified of going onstage that he made his beeper go off as if he were being paged. Each time, he said, “My wife is having a baby.” By the third class, we knew something was up, or that his wife was having triplets and it was a very long labor. Many students won’t admit that they are frightened. They just stop showing up.

Fear is not the problem. The problem lies in the way we deal with it—or rather don’t deal with it. A lot of times we don’t realize when we are frightened, even though our actions and decisions are based solely on fear. For instance, we might not go to a party because we are frightened to go alone, but what we tell ourselves is, “I’m too tired, I have a big day tomorrow.”

Your unexpressed fears could be holding your creative process hostage. You might stop reading this book because you feel uncomfortable about failing, but what you say to yourself is, “It isn’t practical for me to do comedy,” or, “I’m wasting my time,” or, “I’m the leader of the free world; I should be focusing on Iraq.” And slowly but surely the “practicality” that cloaks our fears pounds our dreams into dust.

Brave people are not unafraid. What distinguishes them is that they act despite the fear. And funny people don’t necessarily find it easy to pop off before an audience of two thousand. Actually, people who are self-confident and even saintly aren’t the funniest people in the world. You might notice that there are not many spiritual gurus who have achieved cosmic consciousness hanging around open-mike nights at comedy clubs. Also, insecurity is funny. Woody Allen is at his funniest when he’s most neurotic.

“I don’t mind death—I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”

—WOODY ALLEN

So if you’re waiting to get more confidence before you perform—forget it. Do the following instead.

Exercise: Judy’s 5-Step Fear Management Program

Step 1. Admit Your Fears to Yourself

Stand-up Comedy Fears

Imagine yourself doing stand-up. Write all thoughts of fear, impending doom, anxiety, apprehension, dread, foreboding, or panic in the right column. And be honest, not funny.



	Judy’s Fear List

	Your Fear List




	Bombing

	 




	Having hack material

	 




	Looking fat

	 




	Incontinence

	 




	Running out of material

	 




	The audience doesn’t get me.

	 




	I make a fool of myself.

	 




	I have to follow someone who really kills.

	 




	They’ll hate me.

	 





Scriptwriting Fears. Imagine you’re writing a script. What are your fears?



	Judy’s Fear List

	Your Fear List




	I won’t have ideas.

	 




	I’m wasting time.

	 




	I’ll be bored.

	 




	It’s lonely.

	 




	I’ll discover that I have no talent.

	 




	Someone will steal my idea.

	 




	I won’t be able to sell it.

	 




	My script sucks.

	 




	My characters suck.

	 





Step 2. Evaluate Your Fears

Now go back over these lists and cross off all unrealistic fears. For instance, if one of your fears is dying onstage, you can X that out. More people have died from clogged pores than from doing stand-up. Although performing might make you sweat and grunt, dying is not an option even when you wish it would be.

Step 3. Confide in a Friend

Then call a friend and tell him or her your realistic fears. Fear loses a lot of its power when it’s out in the open. Plus you might also get a few laughs. Some of the best material comes from outbursts of honesty. With the right twist, those neggie thoughts of yours can turn into comedy gold.

“This guy told me he thought I was attractive. When I get a nice compliment I like to take it in, swish it around in my brain... until it becomes an insult.”

—SHEILA WENZ

Step 4. Golden Opps

In this exercise we are going to play out our realistic fears and, step by step, give them a positive spin. For instance, one of my fears is, “Nobody will understand me.” Write one of your fears here: Your fear is

______________________________

_____________________________________________________.

On the left column I play out each step of what will happen with my fear, playing it out until it turns positive. You fill in the right column. Write as many or as few as you can think of.



	Judy’s List

	Your List




	If nobody understands me …

	If…




	then I’ll feel misunderstood

	then …




	then I’ll feel bad

	then …




	then it will get back to my agent

	then …




	then I will lose my agent

	then …




	then I’ll get a better agent

	then …




	then I’ll have better gigs

	then …




	then I’ll have a better career

	then …




	then I’ll be performing at places where everyone understands me

	then …




	 

	then …





Step 5. Take Action

Fear is like the school bully who’s made you his target. You can try to avoid him by walking home a different way, but he will always find you. Are you going to let the fear of losing your lunch money dictate where and how you live? Or will you do the scary thing and deal directly with the bad guy? Successful people are not necessarily less frightened than you—they just do things in spite of being frightened.

[image: image]


	PRO TALK with Phyllis Diller


	“For fifteen years I was terror-stricken. Try flop sweat that ended up in your shoes! I never had to soak my feet, they got soaked every night. In fact, I am still wearing the same very expensive Herbert Levine boots and the inside leather lining has been eaten by the acid of my flop sweat. Just because you are frightened doesn’t mean that you are never going to make it. In my case, I had to do it—I had five hungry children. Poverty and motherhood together are the greatest motivation in this world.”




Most human beings are afraid to look stupid, and when doing comedy, we take that risk in a big way. There is only one way to deal with this fear—do something stupid.

Pick something that you are scared of doing and go do it—something legal, of course. It won’t help to say something like, “Oh, Officer, I robbed the bank because I’m working on my comedy career.”

Pick something to do that is out of your comfort zone. It doesn’t even have to be about comedy. It can be:

[image: image]    “I’m going to call and ask someone out.”

[image: image]    “I’m going to ask for a raise.”

[image: image]    “I’m going to eat lunch with a stranger.”

[image: image]    “I’m going to tell my parents I’m gay.” (Even if you’re not.)

Or it can be something to further your comedy career:

[image: image]    “I’m going to perform at an open mike.”

[image: image]    “I’m going to call an agent.”

[image: image]    “I’m going to write new material.”

Exercise: Taking Action

Write down five actions that you would like to do today were you not blocked by fear.

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

Now pick one and do it!

After you take action on one of your fears, write how it felt. Was it as scary as you thought? Can you do something tomorrow that is even scarier?

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________


Comedy Buddies: Finding Your fun Mate


I strongly recommend working through this book with a comedy buddy. Jay Leno, Dennis Miller, and Rosie O’Donnell don’t develop material alone and neither should you. Most often sitcom writers are hired in teams. It’s important to have someone to bounce your ideas off. I can always identify the students in my workshops who work alone; after they deliver their jokes, the class stares blankly at them, going, “Huh?” Running material by a comedy buddy before going public assists comics in eliminating all the this-is-relatable-only-to-myself-and-my-cat jokes. So, until you have your own staff, find at least one buddy you feel comfortable with, someone you can get stupid with and can bomb in front of—because sometimes comedy is not pretty.

You have to be careful about who you choose. Some people make you feel funnier just by being around them. Others make you wonder if you’ve ever been funny in your life. Your grandmother might make you nice cookies but she may not get your sense of humor.

A good comedy session is like a hot game of tennis. You want to play with someone who is going to return your ideas and maybe even put a new spin on them. If you keep serving and your comedy buddy never returns the ball, think about working with someone else.


	PRO TALK with comic George Wallace


	“I started stand-up in New York with Seinfeld and we always bounced material off each other. When we had a bit that wasn’t working, other New York comics would say, ‘Try this and try that.’ In New York, comics tend to hang out together and network and get other jobs, where in L.A., they have cars and they’ve got to get back to their respective counties.”




Exercise: Finding the Right Comedy Buddy

Make a list of five friends who you would feel comfortable working with.

1.________________________________

2.________________________________

3.________________________________

4.________________________________

5.________________________________

Can’t think of anyone? Then go hang out at a comedy club and talk to people. We can also help you on-line. To find a comedy buddy in your neck of the woods, post a notice on our Web site at www.comedyworkshopS.com.


Quit While You’re Ahead


Stand-up students are always asking me, “Do you think I have what it takes to do stand-up, or should I quit?” I never can answer this question. I am often shocked at who does and doesn’t make it. After ten years of teaching, I’ve learned that it’s not always the person with the most talent who succeeds—it’s the one with the most endurance.

“Hey, Judy, I haven’t even begun. Why bring up quitting now?”[image: image]

Planning when you quit is better than quitting in reaction to a bad audience, a writer’s block, or a lack of progress. How many projects have you started and never finished? Probably quite a few. Sometimes we quit because we get bored, or because we don’t have time, or the going gets rough, or we start having a hot affair and are doing our best just to get out of bed. Most likely you won’t make a conscious decision when to quit working on comedy; rather, your enthusiasm will just fade away.

Quitting is not necessarily a bad thing, if you control it. Jerry Seinfeld quit after nine years of a highly successful TV series, Seinfeld, even though NBC offered him $5 million an episode. Seinfeld listened to his inner comic. “I felt the moment,” he said about his decision to retire the show in 1998. “I knew from being onstage for years and years and years, there’s one moment where you have to feel the audience is still having a great time, and if you get off right there, they walk out of the theater excited. And yet, if you wait a little bit longer and try to give them more for their money, they walk out feeling not as good. If I get off now, I have a chance at a standing ovation.”

Actually there is another reason Seinfeld stopped short of a tenth season: nine is his lucky number. “He’s very superstitious,” his mother, Betty, told magazine writer Debra L. Wallace. “Everything has to be divisible by nine.”


	PRO TALK with comic Richard Lewis


	“I didn’t make money at doing stand-up for a long time, but I never thought about quitting. I did it purely for the passion of it all.”




Being successful in comedy means making a commitment to your creative process. That means deciding at the starting gate where your finish line is and committing to run the entire race.


	PRO TALK with Jim Carrey


	“Before Ace [Ventura, Pet Detective] came out, I spent fifteen years on the comedy club circuit. I once had a repertoire of a hundred and fifty impressions, and promises of fame and promises of glory that faded away. Too often I’d heard studio executives saying, ‘You’ve had your chance,’ and wham!—I was out of the light into the dark again.”




Exercise—Examining Your Commitment

Answer these questions in your notebook. As of right now …

[image: image]    Why do I want to do comedy?

[image: image]    Am I better off quitting?

[image: image]    What are the consequences of quitting?

[image: image]    What are the consequences of not quitting?


	PRO TALK with comic George Wallace


	“There was one time I thought about quitting—all I ever wanted to do when I started was to work a showroom in Vegas. And I was lucky—one and a half years after I started, Diana Ross had me open for her at Caesars Palace. I walked out one night, got a standing ovation in front of Diana Ross, and I thought, ‘I could go back to advertising sales because I’ve reached my goal.’ Then I thought, ‘Hell no!’”





Exercise: When Will You Quit?


(* Denotes all the things that have happened to the author.)

[image: image]   When you can’t think of an answer to exercises in this book?

[image: image]   When your life gets too “busy” to finish this book?

[image: image]   When your comedy buddy turns out to be a flake and doesn’t get together with you?*

[image: image]   After you bomb at your first open mike?*

[image: image]   After you kill at your first open mike?

[image: image]   At the first signs of writer’s block?*

[image: image]   When you get your first paying gig and the check bounces?*

[image: image]   When you showcase for a famous agent who says, “Keep your day job”?*

[image: image]   When you see other comics stealing your material?*

[image: image]   When you’ve been doing comedy for three years and still don’t have enough money to cover your rent?

[image: image]   When you’re making a great living headlining in comedy clubs?*

[image: image]   When your parents threaten to disinherit you for choosing comedy as a career?

[image: image]   When you get your first television job and then get cut out of the show at the last minute?*

[image: image]   When a club owner develops a grudge against you and faxes everyone in the business to tell them not to hire you?*

[image: image]   When you get a development deal and nothing happens?*

[image: image]   When the agent who was excited about signing you stops returning your calls?*

[image: image]   When your agent dumps you and you can’t find another agent?*

[image: image]   When a producer turns your act into a sitcom—and then wants someone else to play you!

[image: image]   When you sell your screenplay but the producers hire another writer for a rewrite?*

[image: image]   When you get your own sitcom and you’re the lowest-paid person on it?*

[image: image]   When you get picked to act in a TV pilot—your big break—and it doesn’t get picked up?

[image: image]   When your sitcom makes it onto the air—with low ratings?

[image: image]   When you’re fired from the show that you created?

[image: image]   When they offer you $5 million an episode to keep your sitcom on the air, but you’re already a millionaire and you want more time off?

[image: image]   After reading this list?

So, when are you going to quit? I thought at first that I would quit when the phone stopped ringing. But when the phone stopped ringing, I hired a publicist and made it start ringing again. Every seeming roadblock has a detour that will eventually get you back on course.

I’m quitting comedy after my first stroke. Then again, since I’m a gadget head, I could still write funny stories with my specially equipped eyeball-controlled computer. So I’ll quit when I’m dead. Unless I’m a funny spirit and can channel jokes to some up-and-coming comic.

When you are going to quit? Make a conscious commitment here and now—in ink! Aim high. For example, “I’m going to keep doing comedy until my tenth million is safely in the bank.” Or, “After my third Academy Award.” Or, “When my dad actually laughs at one of my jokes.”

I’m going to keep doing comedy until

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

[image: image]


	PRO TALK with comic Richard Jeni


	“At the beginning you’re always kind of quitting. If you’re starting out and it’s horrible and everyone hates you and nobody wants to talk to you and you feel like a total worthless piece of crap every minute, then you’re on schedule. At the beginning, you know the audience doesn’t like you, and the club owners don’t like you because the audience doesn’t like you, and you don’t like you because the club owners and the audience don’t like you. It’s a very rocky hard time. There’s no getting around that boot camp period.”





Commitment Contract


Now that you know when you are going to quit, that means you have made a commitment. If you’re like me, you find it harder to break a commitment if someone else knows about it. Have you ever avoided telling a friend about a project because they might hold you to it? Telling someone else that you are going to do stand-up or write a sitcom can strengthen your own commitment. We at Comedy Workshops are committed to your comedy process and we would like you to make a commitment with us.
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