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Endorsements

“Mike Bent has taught many people who have become very successful comedians, writers, and actors. They all (I’m in touch with many of them) still speak highly of him. That is reason enough to buy this book. Also, he’s unique and very funny.”

—Eugene Mirman, actor, Flight of the Conchords and author, The Will to Whatevs: A Guide to Modern Life 

“Mike Bent has been an institution in Boston comedy for more than a quarter of a century. He has the two things every comic wishes he had: a unique, creative voice and a really cool name. He’s able to pass on to his students what he’s learned from performing in just about every theater, comedy club, college pub, Elk’s hall, and church basement in New England. Learn from him.”

—Brian Kiley, Emmy-award winning staff writer, Late Night with Conan O’Brien and The Tonight Show with Conan O’Brien 

“Mike Bent is a true comic genius and a fantastic teacher. From monologue jokes to sitcom scripts, Mike will make your material sharper, stronger, and way funnier.”

—Paul Starke, Emmy-award winning senior producer, The Tyra Banks Show 

“You never forget your great teachers. For me, Mike Bent is one of those teachers. There’s nothing deadlier to comedy than analyzing it, but Mike knows how to take it apart and show you the guts while keeping it alive with a sense of discovery and fun. Great fun.”

—Eric Drysdale, Emmy-award winning writer, The Daily Show and The Colbert Report 

“Mike Bent knows more about comedy than Aristophenes, Henny Youngman, and Noam Chomsky combined—and Chomsky killed it at Comic Relief in ‘94. He’s a great guy, and this is a great book.”

—Joe Randazzo, editor, The Onion 


THE 
EVERYTHING®
GUIDE TO 
COMEDY WRITING 

Dear Reader, 

By the time you read this, I will be dead. Well, probably not, but I start every letter that way. Someday I’ll be right, and that’ll show ’em.

But seriously, whenever someone finds out that I teach comedy writing at Emerson College, they invariably ask, “Can you teach someone how to be funny?” My answer is always, “Yes—but not you.” The truth is, although you can’t really “teach” someone to be funny, you can help them to teach themselves how to be funnier, and uncover their unique comedy voice.

Comedy is the best way to express yourself. You get to say things no one else would dare say. Even better, you can get away with it. There’s no better sound than laughter. There are easier ways to make a living but none are as creatively rewarding. There’s no better way to tell the world that you are one of a kind.

The best thing about teaching hundreds of students is that it has kept the creative process fresh and fun for me. You can’t help but feed off the excitement when great ideas are bouncing around the room. I leave the classroom with a million ideas racing through my head.

That’s what I like most about comedy, that kinetic energy. Comedy is always moving for ward; it’s never done. A joke or idea always has the potential to be better, funnier. If you look for them, you’ll find great ideas ever ywhere. I hope that this book helps you discover your comedy voice and teaches you to trust it. Take risk s. Be passionate about your ideas. And, above all, have fun!

Yours from the grave (eventually), 

Mike Bent

P.S. Boo!


Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!   

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials.

We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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This book (or “my manifesto” as it came to be called) 
is for my wife Linda and my daughter Nora. It’s for their love, 
support, and most of all, for giving me everything that I have ever 
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Acknowledgments 

I want to thank all the comedians who have made me laugh, and through the joy of that laughter, have taught me everything I know about comedy writing. I also want to thank all the comedy writers who were interviewed for this book. It was great to reconnect with old friends and make new ones as well. And, thanks to all my magic buddies—you know who you are.



Top 10 Things You Should Know about Comedy Writing 

1. Writing comedy is hard work, but the work can feel like play if you approach it the right way.

2. Comedy is important; for thousands of years, it has reflected and even transformed society (just look at how three Stooges and a couple of pies could take down the aristocracy).

3. There are no bad ideas—they’re just steps on the way to great ideas.

4. The “rules” of comedy writing were made to be broken.

5. Keeping a good notebook is the comedy writer’s lifeline.

6. There are many different ways to use your comedy skills. Stand-up and sitcoms are just the tip of the iceberg.

7. Insightful, inside information from some of the industry’s most talented writers will help you write funnier material.

8. Originality is the key to your success.

9. We live in the age of do-it-yourself success—your future, and the future of comedy, is literally in your hands.

10. Trust your instincts and have confidence in what you write.




Introduction 

COMEDY WRITING IS REALLY comedy thinking. The writing part is much easier than the comedy part. It all starts with ideas—unique observations about the world that make people laugh out loud.

Maybe you’ve heard this old saying: “There’s no such thing as an original joke. Comedians just retell the same old jokes in slightly different ways.” Well, that’s just not true. That’s the creed of hacks—comics who are lazy and unoriginal. There are countless new jokes just waiting to be discovered by writers with the creativity to find them, the drive to develop them, and the guts to try them out. Dating? Airline travel? They might sound like tired topics, but you haven’t had your say on them yet, and your unique take might be the funniest one yet.

The key to comedy writing is having a system, a thought process for generating and developing comedy ideas. No book can teach you that system, because it’s different for every writer. You can’t just fill in the blanks and get comedy. The goal of this book is to guide you to develop your own system by exploring your personal way of looking at things.

So what do you do now? Read through the book and try the exercises at the end of each chapter. If a strategy works for you, keep it, use it, modify it. If it doesn’t, just move on to the next one. You’ll be doing all the work, and the jokes you come up with will be all yours. You won’t merely think outside the box; you’ll forget that big, stupid box even exists.

Remember, there’s no right or wrong with comedy. One comedian may be quiet, thoughtful, and deadpan (think Steven Wright), while another is loud, crazy, and all over the place (Robin Williams, anyone?). They are polar opposites, and guess what? They’re both right, because they’re doing exactly what’s right for them and making millions of people laugh in the process. The lesson for you, the student of comedy writing, is that you should learn from both styles—and everything in between—as you figure out what’s right for you. 

These are exciting times for comedy. Writers have more freedom than ever before. In the old days (like ten years ago), you had to get permission from someone to get your comedy out into the world, and you often had to win that permission by making compromises—watering down your comic vision to make it work for a mass audience. But the explosion of new media outlets means you don’t have to make artistic compromises to find an audience—in fact, your audience might even find you. You still have to be funny to be successful, but there’s no filter wearing a suit between you and the audience.

So what are you waiting for? Get started! In the time you’ve spent reading this introduction, two guys walked into a bar and said: “Line?”

That’s your cue.


CHAPTER 1 

What Are You—a Comedian?

Have you ever watched a comic on stage and thought, “I could do that!” Have you ever watched a television comedy sketch and thought, “You know, a better ending would have been . . . ” Do you tell funny stories that are so great people pass them on to others? If you have, you just might have what it takes to make it in the field of comedy writing.


The Best Job in the World 

Being able to write comedy—and get paid for it—is a dream job. You can make a living by doing the very thing you are driven to do. When you work with other comedians, you have a great time and write some great comedy in the process. If you respect your job and your talent, everything else is just icing on the cake. Just be warned—most people won’t get what you do. You’ll be at a dinner party, and someone will ask what you do for a living. If you say, “I’m a comedian,” their next question will likely be, “Wow, that’s great, but what do you do for a living?”

Society craves comedy yet dismisses it as a career. But that’s not important. You will be doing something that makes a big difference in people’s lives. Being a comedian is also one of the most important jobs in the world. And it’s a blast! If you have a high opinion of yourself and love what you do, it won’t matter what others think.

“No Respect, I Tell Ya!”

The late great Rodney Dangerfield spoke for all comedians when he said, “I don’t get no respect!” Beginning in grade school, comedians get a bad rep. “Stop kidding around!” “Stop acting like a clown!” “What are you, some kind of comedian?” Comedians and comedy writers tend to be treated by society as second-class artists. What comedians do is fine, but it’s not that important. A comedy movie isn’t as important as a drama. A stand-up comedian isn’t as important as a poet. A comedy writer is never as important as a “serious” novelist.
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In the eighty-year history of the Academy Awards, only three comedies have won the Best Picture Award—It Happened One Night (1934), You Can’t Take it With You (1938), and Annie Hall (1977). Tons of classic comedies weren’t considered worthy of the honor, even such great films as Animal Crackers (1930), Some Like it Hot (1960), Dr. Strangelove or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), and Tootsie (1982).



What people don’t realize is it that comedy is just as important as the “serious” arts. Where would we be without humor? Comedy is what gets us by, and the world needs more of it. If there were no one around to make fun of all the stupid things that happen everyday, we’d just be stuck with, well, the stupid things that happen every day. If people in authority couldn’t be taken down a peg, we’d have to (gasp!) take them seriously.

Respect Yourself 

Remember, in the Middle Ages, only the jester could call the king’s actions into question. Today, comedy can do more to make a change in public opinion than most people realize. Think about it: Do politicians care about what Saturday Night Live, The Tonight Show, The Daily Show, and The Colbert Report say about them? You bet they do.

A barrage of jokes can bring someone down faster than an editorial in the New York Times. Comedians tend to be prosecutors for the people in the court of public opinion. It’s serious stuff, this comedy thing. And, while it struggles to get artistic respect, it’s always in high demand in film, TV, comedy clubs, novels, and just about any form of entertainment the public consumes.

[image: 9781605501680_0018_001]


In the 2008 presidential election, Tina Fey’s impression of Sarah Palin on Saturday Night Live became a major news story. Record audiences tuned in to SNL and Fey’s NBC series 30 Rock. It could be argued that a lot of people formed their opinion of the mostly unknown vice presidential candidate after seeing Fey’s hilarious portrayal—her impression was as newsworthy as the candidate herself.



Then why doesn’t comedy writing get its due? It’s because good comedians make it look easy, effortless, like they’re not even trying. People don’t see the work—the writing—involved in what comedians do, if they do it right. And comedy writing is work—hard work—but guess what? It’s a blast! When you write a joke that works, there’s no better feeling in the world. It  makes all the work, and the second-class status, worthwhile. Maybe Rodney got no respect, but he respected himself, and he could make an audience laugh until they cried. That was all that mattered. If you respect yourself, that’s all that should matter to you.

Everybody’s Funny—Except Maybe Dick Cheney 

Everyone has a sense of humor. Others might not seem all that funny to you, or they might not laugh at the things that make you laugh. But everyone has their own sense of what’s funny to them.

Were you the class clown? The kid who was always on, always trying to crack everyone up? Or were you the quiet kid who mostly kept to herself and barely spoke, but when you did chime in, you would say something that was really funny?
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Go online and look at anything comedy-related that has “user com-ments”—such as a YouTube video or a comedy DVD for sale at www.amazon.com. Look at those comments and compare them to a similar noncomedy item. Notice how nasty and personal the comments are whenever someone feels that their funny bone has been violated.



Everyone can be funny—you just need to find your style. You need to figure out how to communicate what you think is funny to your audience, in your own way, and make them think it’s funny too.

People also guard their sense of humor passionately. That’s the blessing and the curse of comedy—immediate feedback. If someone goes to a play featuring an actress who isn’t that great, she might make a snide comment to her friends after the show, but she won’t stand up and shout, “You suck!” in the middle of Act One. But when comedy isn’t funny, the audience will tell you. On the spot. You can count on it.

If you make a funny comment, professionally or not, people will let you know that they don’t find you witty at all. They won’t even hesitate; it’s almost a defensive reaction: “How dare you assault my sense of humor!”

Kidding Around: Getting in Touch With Your Inner Child 

Boy, does “getting in touch with your inner child” sound hokey or what?

But this is not meant in a New Age way at all. It is simply that you need to get back to your sense of play if you want to be a successful comedy writer.

Every child at play is a consummate improvisation expert. When playing with other children, rules don’t apply. One minute a kid is Mommy and her doll is the baby and the next minute she’s Batman and the doll is a bomb she needs to defuse. Children are totally committed to each character they play and the premise they’re following—and they can flow to the next “set” effortlessly. Why? Because they don’t care what people think. Their friends aren’t going to judge them, because they’re all acting the same way.
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Notice how easily children laugh, truly laugh—that full body, side-splitting, rolling-on-the-floor type of laughter. Why is it so different with adults? Because kids willingly accept the fantasy of the comedy premise presented. They want to laugh; they are actively looking for things that make them laugh. Kids aren’t easier to crack up than adults, but they are more willing to let you make them laugh.



“Act your age.” Those three words are the enemy of creativity. We’ve always been told “Stop kidding around!” or “You’re too old to behave that way!” Well, if you want to write comedy, you had better start kidding around. You need to let your mind free-associate the same way a child does. You need to stop worrying about what people are going to think. If you don’t, you’ll never take any chances with your comedy, and taking chances is  what good comedy is all about. Playing it safe is what mediocre comedy is all about.

What This Book Will And Won’t Do 

It is impossible to teach someone to be funny. It just can’t be done. So if you don’t really believe you’re funny, this book can’t fix that. But obviously, since you’re reading it, you must think you’ve got some funny in you. Deep down inside, you think you’re a funny person. The goal of this book is to make you know you are funny. Using the exercises in this book and learning to let go of your inhibitions will get you started on the road to being a comedy writer. It will act like a coach, teaching you to trust your comedic instincts and encouraging you to get your comedy out there to the world.

You’ll mostly be working with sketches and stand-up in this book. They are the most immediate use for your ideas, but of course, your ideas can be used for anything. This book will ask a ton of questions. Asking yourself questions is the key to good comedy. Questioning everything is the only way to get ideas. This book won’t make you funny—but if you’re willing to put the work into it, you’ll make yourself funnier.

No Shortcuts 

How do you get to Carnegie Hall? Practice! Some people are just naturally funny. If you’re one of them, congratulations. But the rest of us have to work at it. Comedy writing is a lot of work, coming up with ideas, working through them, writing them effectively, and performing, refining, and polishing. If you do it properly, no one will even notice all the work.
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It’s different for everybody, but on average only 5 percent of a comedy writer’s ideas work as a joke, and probably only one out of 100 jokes works really well. You have to sift through a lot of rocks to find a nugget of comedy gold.



But if it works, it’s all worth the effort. A well-crafted joke is something you will be really proud of.

Rules? We Don’t Need No Stinking Rules!

You won’t be learning comedy by “filling in the blanks” with a bunch of comedy formulas. None of that: “He’s so stupid, he thinks _________ is ________!” Why? Because your end product will sound like formula writing. You want material that’s fresh and unique—stuff that’s “you.” Why start by imitating stuff that’s already been done?
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What is the difference between a comedian, a comic, and a comedy writer?

There’s an old saying, usually attributed to radio comedian Ed Wynn: “A comic says funny things; a comedian says things funny.” But for all practical purposes, there is no difference between a comedian, a comic, and a comedy writer. And, unless you’re French, never use the word comedienne for a female comedian.



You won’t be learning a lot of comedy rules in this book because there are no hard-and-fast rules in comedy. Remember, comedy is all about breaking the rules of society, so don’t get bound by them in your writing. You’ll approach comedy writing from a more organic path, from an idea-to-idea basis. You’ll learn how to come up with good ideas and make them better using some very simple techniques. You’ll figure out which ideas work for you and which ones don’t. The goal here is to help you develop comedy that reflects your own unique and original point of view.

Profile in Comedy: Mary Jo Pehl 

Mary Jo Pehl is a former writer for Mystery Science Theater 3000, where she also played evil nemesis Pearl Forrester. She is currently a writer, producer, and actor for Cinematic Titanic, a direct-to-DVD series. Mary Jo is a regular contributor to Minnesota Monthly, and her work has appeared in many other  publications. She has contributed to several anthologies, including Life’s A Stitch: The Best of Contemporary Women’s Humor and Travelers’ Tales: The Thong Also Rises. In addition, her commentaries have aired on NPR’s All Things Considered and Weekend America and The Savvy Traveler on Public Radio International. She has appeared in various stage productions from New York to Los Angeles, including live shows of Cinematic Titanic.

When did you first realize that you were uniquely funny?

Actually, I’m still wondering about that! I think I had an inkling that perhaps I was out of step humor-wise when I saw The Sound of Music for the first time. I was pretty young, maybe 6, and there’s a part where Maria is on her way to the Von Trapps after singing a lusty, bravada song about how confident she is. She arrives at their giant gate, and says, “Oh, help.” I cracked up at the irony and I was the only one (as I recollect) laughing in the theater.

Who do you think were your influences?

Carol Burnett, Laugh In (when I could sneak in a viewing without my parents’ knowledge), my Mom, my whole family, my best friend Kitti in high school, Monty Python (and each member’s individual projects), The Onion, John Kennedy Toole with Confederacy of Dunces, Saturday Night Live, and as I made my way up the standup comedy ranks, my tremendously funny friends and colleagues. Stop me!

When did you realize that comedy was something you had to do for a living?

The “universe” backed me into a corner. I kept getting fired or laid off from all the cube corporate jobs I tried to fit in at. I didn’t get corporate politics. Apparently I was “ineffective” as an employee. I had an “attitude.” And several companies I worked for went out of business. At one point, I’d gotten fired right when I got a long-term gig doing a comedy show. I knew I would survive for a couple of months on that, and I decided to give it a go. I felt like I didn’t have any choice, really!

What was your first job comedy writing / performance?

I used to do sketchs and/or impersonations in high school talent shows but I’d say the REAL first was when I started a sketch comedy group with  a couple of friends of mine. We called ourselves the Boneless Hams. We wrote and performed sketch comedy and stand-up bits, and performed at a bar in an office building off an interstate exchange during happy hour.

How did you first get involved with Mystery Science Theater 3000?

I knew most of the gang working on the show from the Minneapolis comedy scene. When the show got picked up by Comedy Central, I heard they were looking for a new writer. So I called Mike Nelson, the head writer, and expressed my interest. They asked me in for an audition; I was there for two weeks, then they forgot I was there and I just stayed.

What are you currently working on?

I’m a writer/producer for Cinematic Titanic and I’m working on a book, as well as some other creative projects that are in the tadpole stage.

What is the biggest difficulty you’ve encountered being a comedy writer?

Not being funny! Sometimes the funny fails. Sometimes you have no idea what’s funny anymore. The subjectivity of humor and justifying my humor to people who don’t share the same sensibilities as me. Trying to come up with something specific for a spot in the film, as in the case of MST3K or Cinematic Titanic. People who dismiss women in whole as “not funny” just because they are women. Having to hear really bad, disgusting, vile jokes because “Hey, you have a sense of humor—you’ll love this—”

Are there jokes that you do just for you?

Sure—mostly in my stand-up comedy act, and sometimes a sort of joke that might show up in an episode of Mystery Science Theater 3000 and now Cinematic Titanic.

What are the differences between writing for yourself and writing for others?

Obviously, the voices and point of view are different. So you have to figure out a way to make someone else funny, which might not be as organic. Fortunately, on Mystery Science Theater 3000—and now Cinematic Titanic—we all worked together a long time and get each other’s sensibilities, so it’s easier to do.

Where do you think the future of comedy is headed?

I really couldn’t say. I think it’s getting harder to be funny because so many real life events are so preposterous you couldn’t make them. Real life beats comedians to the punch.

What is the best thing about being a comedy writer?

There is nothing like making people laugh. There is nothing that compares to meeting people or getting an e-mail that thanks you for making them laugh and getting them through hard times. There is nothing like saying something funny on stage and hearing laughter.

Do you have any advice for up and coming comedy writers?

First of all, be a good writer. Secondly, figure out a way to do it. In this day and age, there are so many outlets and venues to get your work out there. Comedy and writing is no longer dependent on a publisher or a TV network—it’s all DIY.

Brainstorm 

In this book, any time you see the word “joke,” it basically means a funny idea or concept. The ideas you’ll be brainstorming can have many uses—a one-liner, a sketch, a movie idea, a short story, etc. In the beginning, just concentrate on the jokes—worry about their uses later.

Take some time to think about why you want to be a comedian or comedy writer. Why did you buy this book? Are you willing to put the work into creating some funny stuff? There are many reasons people become comedians, but you can basically boil them down to two. Some will say, “I do it because I just love making people laugh.” Others say, “I love making people laugh (at how funny I am)!” Either way, they are both great motivators to make you want to be a comedy writer.

Is comedy something you have to do? Something you know deep down you’ll be really good at? Start thinking about what you want to do with comedy. Is it stand-up or sketches? Screenplays, sitcoms, or novels? Maybe your goal is simpler than that. Maybe you just want to write funnier speeches and presentations. Maybe you’re a “serious” writer who just wants to lighten up  a little. Or perhaps you’re just a comedy aficionado who appreciates seeing how it all works. Whatever your reasons, there will be something for you here.
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The ultimate goal in comedy is to make your comedy voice unique. You want your writing to reflect you. You want to write jokes that no one else in the world would even think of. If your name is Joe Smith and you write a joke, you want people to say, “Wow, that’s a real Joe Smith joke!”



Also, begin thinking about the potential markets for your work. Is there a comedy club near you with an open-mic night? Do you want to start a blog? Do you want to get millions of hits on your YouTube video? Should you start getting re-aquatinted with that friend who has a cousin who knows someone who used to date someone who works in television? Do you have friends with a similar or compatible sense of humor with whom you might like to write or perform?

Open your mind to the possibilities that are out there for you. Start noticing where you might fit into the world of comedy.

Notebook 

Buy a notebook and start jotting your ideas in it. Don’t worry about structure and formatting; just keep it with you at all times. When you think of something funny, write it down. Throughout this book there will be exercises to help you start filling up the first of what will be many notebooks to come.

This first exercise is going to sound really weird, but try it out or at least embrace the principles behind it. Write down your observations in your notebook. There are two options you can try; if you’re really adventurous, try both.

Can Billy Come Out and Play?

Find a kid. If you have one lying around the house, great. If you don’t, ask a friend or relative if you can borrow his for a few minutes. Get down on the floor and play with whatever the kid’s playing with—Barbies, action figures, stuffed animals, whatever.

Watch how the child plays and follow his lead. If the baby wants to drive the minivan, let the baby drive the minivan. You know that’s not logical, but don’t contradict the fun with reality. Have some fun and notice how effortlessly the child improvises and how quickly he makes decisions when he isn’t being judged.

Staples: The Mini-Series 

Try this when you are alone or you might have a lot of explaining to do. Look at the things on your desk. What have you got? A stapler? A coffee mug? A Mr. T bobblehead? Start treating the objects as characters—living, breathing entities—and have them interact with each other. Is the stapler having an affair with the pencil behind the keyboard’s back? Is your “World’s Greatest Dad” mug worried because he falling behind on his child support payments? Are the pens and paper being downsized by the computer? For a week or so, create your own little desktop soap opera. Commit to it. Keep the action going and have fun with it.

Why are you doing this? You want to start looking for relationships and connections between random things. Start seeing things from a new perspective, and soon you’ll see the world in a different light.


CHAPTER 2 

You Know More Than You Think You Do 

Even though you may not have realized it, you’ve been preparing to be a comedy writer your entire life. Every time you’ve laughed or made someone else laugh—that’s comedy. In fact, you’re an expert on comedy. You just need to work on refining the basic techniques you already know and start figuring out interesting topics you want to write about.


Become a Comedy Sponge (Squarepants Optional) 

Let’s get started. You know a lot more about comedy and comedy writing than you think you do. As a consumer of comedy, just think about how much comedy you have experienced in your lifetime. You’ve seen it all, from Bugs Bunny cartoons to late-night talk shows. How many times have you seen Lucy pitching Vitavitavegimin on reruns of I Love Lucy? How many of Gary Larson’s Far Side cartoons have you laughed at? How many times have you seen Homer Simpson try to jump over Springfield Gorge? Sitcoms, movies, newspaper articles, books, stand-up, talk shows, cartoons, the list goes on and on. You’ve seen what works and what doesn’t, and you know what you like and don’t like. You’ve seen countless examples that others have presented to the world as their comedic point of view. Now it’s time to show the world yours.

Are You the Life of the Party?

On a personal level, you’ve been funny with your family, friends, and coworkers. You’ve probably made people you don’t even know laugh. You’ve done it all—just not professionally. Your comic voice and timing will come from everything that has made you laugh, all the funny things that have happened to you, and all the funny thoughts you’ve had. Your comedy point of view will be shaped by all the comedy you have consumed. So if good stuff has been coming into your mind during your life, good stuff will come out. But even though you’ve been influenced by others (who were, in turn, influenced by those who came before them), your comedy voice will be uniquely yours. You have a wealth of material just waiting to get out. And believe it or not, you also know all the techniques needed to make it happen.

Are You a Good Listener?

When people see a great performer they always say, “What a great sense of timing she has.” Timing comes from having a good ear, from watching so much comedy that you know the patterns and the beats that make people laugh. It comes from listening. Listening is also important in order to get a  sense of how people talk, in order to create believable dialogue and interesting characters. Everyone’s timing is unique. Two comedians telling that same joke would tell it in two completely different ways. A good comedian doesn’t have to think about the timing of a joke; she instinctively knows the timing.

To “Kill” in Comedy: Start Packing Comedy “Heat”

It’s weird that comedy, which in most cases is meant to make people laugh and be happy, has such a violent lexicon. Think about it—if you really connect with an audience, you “kill.” The audience laughed so hard “they almost died.” On the other hand, if the audience isn’t responsive, they’re “dead” or “a bunch of stiffs.” With that kind of crowd you “bomb.” Your lines failed to pack a “punch.” Rough stuff!
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Has anyone ever actually died from laughing?

According to Snopes.com, in 1975 a man named Alex Mitchell of Norfolk, England, died from laughing too hard at a sketch he saw on the television show, The Goodies. He could not stop laughing for twenty-five minutes and suffered a fatal heart attack. Now that’s a sketch that literally killed.



Well, you might as well extend the metaphor with your comedy “weaponry.” In the upcoming chapters, you’ll learn lots of techniques to fully stock your armory, but for now let’s look at what’s already in your arsenal.

So, Tell Me About Yourself 

What’s your story? Did you grow up in the city, the suburbs, or the country? Were you an only child or from a large family? Were you the oldest or  the youngest? Public or private school? Football hero or band geek? Everything about your upbringing will affect your comedy voice.

What are the things that make you unique? Maybe your dad was a mortician, a professional wrestler, or an ex-Navy Seal. And your mother—maybe she was an astrologer, a stripper, or a soccer mom. Were you a spelling-bee champion, a child prodigy, or an altar boy?

Audiences love hearing about things they have only experienced from “the other side.” If you say that your parents were ex-hippies who didn’t believe in discipline, two things will happen: You’ll instantly connect with those who had a similar background, and you’ll draw in those who always wondered what that would be like. Look for the things that may seem normal to you but might be interesting to everyone else. Think about it—if a comic says he worked at Disney World while he was in college, wouldn’t you be dying to find out what that’s like? It’s a chance to take a peek behind the scenes and find out what it’s really like to work at the Magic Kingdom. Don’t you want to find out what makes Goofy so . . . goofy?

Tell Me a Story 

If you had to tell someone a funny story about something that happened to you, what story would you tell? Do you have a story that you’ve told before that works? Let’s call it your “Date Story”—you know, that great little icebreaker you have, a story you’ve told lots of times and usually gets a laugh.

Maybe you’ve even refined your story over the years. You’ve cut out some parts of the story and maybe exaggerated others to make it even funnier. If you’ve done that, you’ve written comedy.

Maybe it’s a favorite joke. A street joke, as comics call it, is a joke of unknown origin that just gets passed around by word of mouth. They typically fall into the “two guys walk into a bar . . . ” or “a priest, a rabbi, and a gorilla are stuck if a lifeboat . . . ” category. Is there a joke you’ve heard, liked, and repeated? Maybe you’ve even changed it around or added funny voices to make it even funnier. If you have, you’ve performed comedy. (If you haven’t, don’t worry—lots of comedians, including some of the funniest, can’t tell a street joke to save their lives.)

The Funniest Joke 

In 2001, Professor Richard Wiseman and the British Association for the Advancement of Science set out to find the world’s funniest joke, After 40,000 jokes and 1.5 million responses, here is the winner: A couple of New Jersey hunters are out in the woods when one of them falls to the ground. He doesn’t seem to be breathing and his eyes are rolled back in his head. The other guy whips out his cell phone and calls the emergency services. He gasps to the operator, “My friend is dead! What can I do?” The operator, in a calm soothing voice, says, “Just take it easy. I can help. First, let’s make sure he’s dead.” There is a silence, then a shot is heard. The guy’s voice comes back on the line. He says, “Okay, now what?” Is it the funniest joke? Is it even close? You decide.

Trust Your Instincts 

Here’s the bottom line: If you think something is funny, it is funny. There’s no doubt about it, it’s funny—to you. The question is: Is it funny to anyone else? Sometimes it will be, sometimes it won’t. It might be funny to some and not to others, but it will never be funny to everyone.

There is a classic Monty Python sketch about a joke that was so funny that whoever heard it would literally die laughing. The joke was so powerful that it was used in warfare as a secret weapon. It’s a great concept, but there is no surefire joke. There will always be somebody who just doesn’t get it.
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The Marx Brothers were hilarious in their heyday, and still are today. But their leading lady never got their jokes. Margaret Dumont, who usually played the wealthy dowager the brothers simultaneously tried to woo and scam, never understood what was funny. Perhaps this is why she played the perfect straight “man” to the brothers Marx.



If you’ve ever seen a comedy amateur night, you’ve probably seen fledgling comedians who really thought they were funny but didn’t connect with the crowd at all. You need to figure out how to communicate your comedy  to your audience so that most of them see it in the same way you do. You know the expression “you had to be there”? You need to make the audience feel as if they are there.

Play The Odds 

Comedy is about percentages. As a comedy writer, sometimes you’ll gamble that about 80 percent of the audience will get a certain joke, 90 percent will get another, and maybe only 10 percent or less will get some jokes. If that 10 percent thinks those jokes are really funny, the other 90 percent of the audience feels left out and will now pay even closer attention to what you’re saying.

A Target Audience 

Gaining a following is easier today because audiences are segmented, and there are so many opportunities to reach them. In the old days of just three networks—ABC, CBS, and NBC—you had to play it safe. You had to have a large audience, a wide range of people of different ages and backgrounds, think your show was funny. But with hundreds of channels to choose from, audiences will seek out the kind of comedy that appeals to them. You don’t have to play it safe to be successful. People who like your style of comedy will find you, and those who wouldn’t get it probably won’t even know it exists.
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