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INTRODUCTION

Stand-up comedy is perhaps the hardest form of performance entertainment there is. An actor has a script, the rest of the cast and a director to rely on and apart from the theatrical aside and pantomime, doesn’t have to interact with an audience. An actor also doesn’t have to make an audience laugh at frequent intervals. A stand-up comedian does and is judged solely on the ability to do this.

It can be quite scary to think of doing this kind of thing on a regular basis, but if you feel you’ve got an ability to make people laugh, love the rewarding, warm and invigorating thrill when they do laugh, and maybe want a career in stand-up - a more than realistic option today - then working through this book will help you progress and achieve.

This book is for anyone who’s serious about being a stand-up comedian and wants to do it well. It’s for those who want to learn more about the craft of writing material for a stand-up comedy routine and want to approach stand-up in a professional, well prepared, well thought out manner.

Of course stand-up isn’t just about good material, it’s also about the performance skills needed to deliver it. Although not intended to elaborate on the kind of performance techniques an actor might study, there’ll be hints and tips for making the most of your material in a performance setting. Hopefully these will reduce a lot of the trial and error when gaining experience.

Although intended primarily for solo stand-up comedians there’s also consideration of double acts and more specialised acts such as impressionists, ventriloquists and those who use physical comedy, props or music. Non-performing writers who want to write for those who do perform, will also find this book useful.

Even if you can’t see yourself with a fully scripted routine, after all, you’re not performing a play, you’ll still need to think about your routine contents and structure and this will be covered too.

Your mode of delivery may vary in that you may want to rely on actions rather than words or you may want to tell the same story in a different way at each gig. It will still be useful to work out your routine content and structure.

It’s said that comedy is subjective, that you can’t make all the people laugh all the time and it’s easy to take those statements and use them as an excuse for a gig going badly. Becoming a master of the craft of stand-up comedy isn’t without its trials and will take time. Aiming to make every person in an audience laugh however is something that should be aimed for and not dismissed as being unrealistic.

There are comedians who have established niches for themselves and do have great careers, despite being deemed offensive. The names of Roy ‘Chubby’ Brown, Sacha Baron Cohen, Jim Davidson, Russell Brand, Lenny Bruce, Jerry Sadowitz and the late Bernard Manning spring to mind, to say nothing of Frankie Boyle who in 2011 was named the most offensive comedian, by comedians themselves. They all have their following and do make people laugh but are not always to everybody’s taste.

There’s no problem with anyone who wants to push the comedy boundaries or go down the route of being a stand-up comedian who’s challenging, aggressive, blue, confrontational, caustic or whatever. There is the possibility of great success although you may need to consider TV’s fairly strict guidelines if you want a prime time appearance in this medium.

After having written comedy material for TV, radio, stage and stand-up I don’t believe comedy has to be unchallenging or bland to make everyone laugh, it’s all about the angle taken on events and situations and as a stand-up act this has to be the comedy angle.

Whatever kind of stand-up act you see for yourself, to be successful you’ll need to have a good laughs quotient to your routine. The big question now on your lips is ‘how?’

The aim of this book is to show you the ‘how’ of getting the most laughs from your material. We’ll take a logical progression though all the things needing to be considered before you even put pens to scraps of paper or fingers to keyboard, right through to actually getting up there to deliver your routine to an audience.

In between, we’ll progress from the stage of pens or fingers, both serve their purpose, to work through the various kinds of comedy material, the crafting of ideas into good comedy and then working it up into a full routine. Along the way we’ll have a look at relating to your audience, ad libs, heckle-busters and ways of making your routine easier to remember. Helping you to do this are exercises involving research, the practical application of points raised, the writing of comedy material and invitations to think things through. Each chapter ends with points to consider or questions to ask in putting your routine together.

There are no definitive rules as to how to write a comedy routine and throughout the book I’ve allowed for when you might want to do things differently. The important thing is to first think everything through carefully.

Hopefully you’ll never experience things going wrong on stage, but if they do, being prepared is everything and … well, the ‘how’ of this can be found here too.





CHAPTER 1

WHO ARE YOU?

STAGE PERSONA

Your stage persona is the person you are when performing. It may be a heightened version of your real life self or it may be a character you’ve created. It will be your identity tag, the thing that distinguishes you from all the other comedians out there and the way reviewers and listings will describe you.

Your persona should approach ideas and topics with a distinctive, fresh and unique style and sense of humour. Your persona will then define the material you use, the topics you talk about and the thing that will give your material credibility. Comedy can lose its edge if it doesn’t fit the person you are on stage. So, let’s start building a stage persona.

An easy way is to start with yourself. OK, you know you can make people laugh in real life so what’s wrong with just doing the same thing on stage? In theory, nothing. In real life however you don’t make people laugh a couple of times every minute.

In real life we have to know when to be serious and when to be funny, on stage you have to be funny all the time. A stage persona is then a selective exaggeration of aspects of your natural self. Be careful of exaggerating too much however as things could become unrealistic, incredible or bizarre, unless that’s the persona you’re aiming for.

Once you have a handle on what it is about you, and how and why you are able to make people laugh, you’re on your way. If you know how it works it’s easier to keep it working and it’s easier to mend if it goes wrong.

A persona may later need to be refined or retuned with an audience. The important thing is to be aware of the necessity for a persona and to take time to think it through.

TO DO: Watch TV, DVDs and online video clips, go to live comedy venues and watch and listen to other comedians to see how and why they’re different. Look at how they dress, think about what is unique about their attitude, approach to topics and their style of delivery. Learn from others but don’t try to copy another comedian’s style. You want to be unique, remember? A note of warning. Be careful of writing or recording anything in a live comedy venue. It may be thought you’re stealing material.

DOMINANT TRAIT

If you read reviews of stand-up acts you’ll find they’re often described in a few words – curmudgeonly, cynical, laconic (Jack Dee), clever insecurity (Woody Allen), high octane lunacy (Jason Byrne), ranting, raucous and extremely foul-mouthed (Jerry Sadowitz), a fine purveyor of lugubrious surrealism (Mick Ferry).

We can call these few words a dominant trait and this can be centred on a persona’s style of delivery, their attitude or even the kind of material they use. Tim Vine for instance is known as the Punslinger for his dominant trait of using puns.

TO DO: Define your dominant trait using a couple of adverbs and adjectives. This will give you a basic framework on which to mould everything else that will define your stage persona.

Everything else includes not only your material, we’ll come to that in a later chapter, it also includes your attitude, mannerisms, style of delivery, voice inflections, what you call yourself, the way you dress and any catch phrase you may have. We’ll look at these in turn and if you then find a better dominant trait than the one you started with, go back and make everything fit with that trait. Everything has to be logical and consistent.


ATTITUDE

Your on-stage attitude is the most important aspect of your persona as it will be integral to the kind of material you use and how you’ll deliver it. Two comedians may talk about the same topic but have different points of view and a different range of emotions and ways of portraying those emotions.

TO DO: Consider whether you’re going to be serious, angry, sarcastic, polite, crazy, surreal, cerebral, political, good natured, whimsical, downright aggressive and opinionated, or something else. Again, think of how a reviewer might describe you in a single or few words.

Once you’ve defined your attitude this will give your delivery style. Someone with an aggressive attitude could be expected to rant and have a rapid delivery style, maybe punctuated with a lot of bad language.

The persona of a whimsical character on the other hand might be expected to have a slow, laid back style that drifts off into flights of fancy. Alternatively, you may decide on a deadpan style of delivery in which you say everything in a laid back matter-of-fact way.

These personas are logical and credible but a dominant attitude can have a range of moods and emotions.

TO DO: Imagine the scenario of an aggressive persona talking about someone knocking on their door to return a £10 note they’ve dropped in the street. An unlikely situation perhaps but go with it. It’s not a situation which naturally invites an aggressive response and there’s not much comedy in a nice ‘thank you’. So what does this persona do or say? To keep in character you’ll need to think of a reason or a situation for the person to respond with an aggressive attitude.


ACCENTS

Your voice will play a large part in projecting your attitude so you’ll need to think about your vocal inflections, the rises and falls of your delivery style and how you might generate a rhythmical pattern of speech.

A regional or foreign accent is always a good distinguishing feature and you may want to capitalise on one you already have, or adopt an accent that fits a devised persona.

If using an adopted accent you’ll need to get the right intonations, rhythm and phraseology of the accent, unless you want to gain comedy from having a bad accent.

Be careful of using parodies of foreign accents as this could be seen as cheap or offensive. Otherwise, the most important thing with any accent is clarity. A joke’s no good if nobody can understand what you’re saying.

WHAT’S MY NAME?

Using your own name is fine although if you want an actor’s union equity card and somebody already has that name, you’ll have to change yours.

Whilst not essential, a memorable or distinctive name can contribute to establishing your identity. Danny Bhoy and Jasper Carrott took that road and while Shappi Khorsandi didn’t need to, others didn’t want to. The uncertain spelling and pronunciation of Irish comedian Dara O Briain’s name didn’t stop him becoming successful. Michael Pennington however changed his name to Johnny Vegas. A name very cleverly intended to say something about an ordinary man wanting to be successful, and this was in fact his stage persona.

If you have a difficult to spell or pronounce name you may become known as ‘the one with the funny name’ and/or your name could be misspelt in listings, publicity material and on pay cheques. A name change may make things easier.

If you intend to be a double act the use of surnames has been common – Burns and Allen, Morecambe and Wise, French and Saunders and others, although a combination name such as The Chuckle Brothers or Flight of the Conchords can work well. As the latter use music in their act, changing concord for conchord is a good play on words.
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