







[image: Image]



 

ALSO BY JON MACKS

Heaven Talks Back

From Soup to Nuts: The Cannibal Lover’s Cookbook

Fuhgeddaboutit:
How to Badda Boom, Badda Bing,
and Find Your Inner Mobster

 


HOW TO BE
Funny


JON MACKS

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks
New York London Toronto Sydney

[image: Image]

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2003 by Wild Bronco Productions, Inc.
All rights reserved,
including the right of reproduction
in whole or in part in any form.

First Simon & Schuster paperback edition 2005

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com.

Designed by Laura Lindgren

Manufactured in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3

The Library of Congress has cataloged this title as follows:

Macks, Jon.
             How to be funny / Jon Macks.
               p. cm.
             1. Wit and humor—History and criticism. I. Title.
             PN6147 .M124 2003
             817.009—dc21                             2003050665

ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-0472-9
ISBN-10:     0-7432-0472-7
eISBN-13: 978-1-451-60347-7


To Julie, Daniel, Samantha, and Ricky




Acknowledgments

To David Rosenthal, Marysue Rucci, Tara Parsons, and all the people at Simon & Schuster who inspired and guided me through this.

To Jay Leno, the best boss anyone could have and the funniest person I have ever known.

To James Carville, who came up with the idea for this book, and to Mary Matalin, for her words of encouragement throughout this process.

To Billy Crystal, Steve Martin, Whoopi Goldberg, David Steinberg, Gil Cates, Don Mischer, Lou Horvitz, Michael Seligman, Jeff Margolis, Gary Smith, George Schlatter, Henry Winkler, Michael Levitt, Pat Lee, John Moffitt, Bruce Vilanch, Tom Bergeron, and Jay Redack, all of whom gave me a start in comedy writing or a break along the way.

To all the people, some of whom are mentioned above, who contributed their wisdom and humor to this book: Garry Shandling, Conan O’Brien, Rita Rudner, Arsenio Hall, Carrie Fisher, Buz Kohan, Paul Begala, Bob Ellison, Stefanie Wilder, Gilbert Gottfried, Eddie Driscoll, Dave Barry, Paul Harris, Jeffrey Ross, and Andy Breckman.

To Dave Boone and Bob O’Donnell for their friendship and support.

To all the writers at The Tonight Show and Hollywood Squares who show the world every day what funny really is.

To Jack Dytman, Bob Myman, Les Abell, and Mike Klein, who handle the behind the scenes for Wild Bronco Productions.

To the makers of Valtrex.

To my parents, Albert and Sylvia, my brother, Adam, his wife, Susan, and my nephew, Jeremy.

To my new baseball team, the Cobras. For those who follow this, this is my sixth team in ten years and I’m not being traded because I’m good.

To Bill Kernochan, Bob Benton, and Mike Justice, who step in and cover for me when I blow off my sports coaching obligations.

To the makers of Bombay Sapphire gin.

To Josh, my personal trainer, who in two years has turned a 165-pound weakling into a 164-pound weakling.

To Senator Herb Kohl, Senator Tom Daschle, and Senator John Kerry, who are great public servants and even better human beings.

To the makers of the EPT home pregnancy test.

To the Agoura Cyclones and the Agoura Bronco AA’s.

To Fang and Bridget, Denise, Dennis, Katie and Kara, Bob and Beth, Rob and Kaye, whom I mention by name so they will actually buy this book.

And finally, to that special person out there who wasn’t mentioned by name, but you know who you are and what you’ve done for me. Or is it what you’ve done to me?

 


HOW TO BE
Funny





1.
Introduction


This book has one aim—to teach you how to be funny in everyday life. It won’t help you become a standup comic, and it won’t help you become a comedy writer. It won’t help you repeat other people’s jokes, and it definitely won’t increase your chances of recovering the $20,000 you lost in WorldCom last year.

But if you read this book from front to back, follow the advice, and work at being funny, you will learn to use humor to: improve your public speaking; end an argument; avoid getting beaten up; get a raise at work; make people think you’re smart. You will see that being funny can make you more popular, enable you to pass the time in prison without being violated by large, angry men (especially useful for you CEO’s out there), and help you get selected as a contestant on a game show because the producers look for amusing extroverts on these shows, not Harry Potter—obsessed introverts. In short, this book can help you ridicule and diminish your enemies, handle your kids, and deal with idiots in everyday situations; it will enable you to make a point, and ruin a rival’s big moment—and all of this for only $12.

Historically the male book buyer is the hardest to entice. (Unless the book has a lot of pictures and a centerfold.) So if the above-mentioned reasons don’t inspire you, how about the fact that this book will help improve your sex life? If there is one thing that is certain in life, it’s that the number-one trait women look for in deciding whether to have sex with someone they just met is a sense of humor. So if you have a big expense account, a six figure income, plus a sense of humor, you’ve got it made.

One thing to remember as you begin your journey to funny: A lot of this book is repetitive. A lot of the advice from the pros is repetitive. This is not because I get paid by the word. It’s so you will realize that to be funny, there are a few basic fundamentals of comedy that you need to learn, absorb, and try, repeatedly.

CAVEAT: You don’t need the “comic gene” to be funny, although I have to admit, there are people who are born funny. But these techniques and advice will not work if you have the unfunny gene. And we all know people like that. They just don’t get it. They are marching to the beat of a different drummer and the drummer is Pete Best.

By the way, I used Pete Best to make a point—outdated references fail in the world of humor. Always use a fresh topical reference. However, since my list of drummers who are total losers begins and ends with Pete Best, we’re stuck with him … although one more stint in rehab for Ringo and he could once again replace Pete. But I digress. There are people who are just genetically unfunny, who can’t deliver a joke because they don’t know what a joke is. A classic example—Russian president Vladimir Putin. Or Joe Piscopo.

So if you are a comedically-genetically-deformed person, return this book and get your money back.

However, if you are not in this infinitesimally small group, read on….

10 REASONS WHY
BEING FUNNY IS IMPORTANT


	
Funny people have more friends.
There are three ways in life to become popular: be rich, be beautiful, or be funny. Everyone likes being around witty, entertaining people who can make them laugh. It’s why you rarely see pictures of Osama bin Laden sitting at the head table of a bar mitzvah. 

	
Funny people get noticed at work.
No, we’re not talking about the idiot who photocopies his buttocks in the mailroom, or the moron who wastes valuable Internet time forwarding non-original e-mails to everyone all day. We’re talking about the employee who can keep people’s interest during a presentation by being funny, the supervisor who can build loyalty and a sense of camaraderie through the bonding that comes with the sharing of a joke, or the security guard who can get a chuckle out of the angry, disgruntled employee. 

	
Funny people make more money.
It’s a proven fact that people who can make others laugh make more money. It’s the reason the president only makes $400,000 a year, while Carrot Top pulls down $17 million. 

	
Funny people don’t get wedgies in high school.
Sheer physical bulk can prevent the humiliation of being given a wedgie by a gang of cretins. So can a sense of humor. A quick wit and the ability to get the leader of the cretins or the “Head Heather” to laugh can turn a tense high school confrontation into a fun-filled bonding situation. Or, you can just give them your lunch money and run. 

	
Funny people get better service in stores.
Face it, the life of a sales clerk is not easy. It ranks somewhere between proctology assistant and Jennifer Lopez’s wedding planner. So who are these vessels of failed dreams going to be more responsive to: an angry trailer-park mom in curlers beating her kids upside the head in aisle 7 of K-mart while demanding to know where to find the size 44 polyester stretch pants, or you, someone who can make them laugh? 

	
Funny people live longer.
George Burns, funny, lived to be one hundred. Milton Berle, funny, lived to be ninety-three. James Dean, not funny, dead at age twenty-four. I rest my case. 

	
Funny people are smarter.
Maybe it’s a direct link. Maybe to be funny, you need to be smart. You certainly need to be well read, able to connect seemingly unconnected events and pull topical references out and use them at the drop of a hat. And even if funny people aren’t really smarter, they still seem that way. I really don’t know if Bill Maher is smarter than President Bush but I do know this—Maher is funnier and certainly seems to have a better grasp of the economy. 

	
Being funny can cover up a multitude of sins.
People might have been willing to overlook some of Saddam Hussein’s human rights violations if he were killing at the Baghdad Chuckle House on open mike night. I know I would be a lot more forgiving.


	
Funny people have more sex.
I mentioned this above as a key reason to buy this book. In the end, we all know it’s true. If you can get someone to lower her barrier against laughter, you are more likely to get her to take off her clothes. 

	Being funny is obviously important enough to you that you bought this book. So with that in mind, let us begin.



HISTORY OF EARLY COMEDY

Here’s a quick sketch of comedy up until the beginning of the modern era.

3500 B.C.: A twenty-three-year-old cave dweller in the south of France accidentally spears a neighbor in the buttocks while hunting antelope. Hilarious laughter ensues as comedy has its first victim. Moral: weird use of everyday items is funny.

Fifth century B.C.: Aristophanes writes a series of comedic plays in ancient Greece, gets to perform them in the amphitheater, kills with his opening joke of “Two members of the Hebrew tribe walk into a bar. They buy it.”

1387: Geoffrey Chaucer invents the medieval comedy Canterbury Tales, which consists primarily of dirty jokes, double entendres, and people laughing at how he spells “Geoffrey.”

Late 1500s: Shakespeare uses subtle wit and wordplay in his early works. Since 98 percent of commoners can’t read, this goes nowhere and he goes back to his bread and butter—insult humor:

“You blocks, you stones, you worse than senseless things.” Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene i.

“This sanguine coward, this bed presser, this horseback breaker, this huge hill of flesh.” Henry IV Part One, Act II, Scene iv.

1600-1923: No comedy; people are too preoccupied with the pox, plague, and overthrowing colonial tyrants.

1924: The Marx Brothers.




2.
The Building Blocks
of Being Funny


THE 13 RULES (A Joker’s Dozen)

1. Be Smart, Be Topical

The number-one rule at the top of the comedy pyramid, the one thing you need to get from your investment in this book, is to be smart and topical. Because if you are smart and topical and always prepared to react with that smart, topical observation, you will be funnier than you are right now.

To do this, you have to know what is out there that is funny. Read a newspaper, watch Headline News, buy a tabloid, read People magazine. You need to know what people are talking about, thinking about, and what’s “in” in the pop culture. When it’s summer, hot jokes are in; when we’re fighting terrorists, camel sodomy jokes are in. You need to read the newspaper, watch the news, and be informed so that in any situation, you are ready to key in on a word and deliver a killer line.

You need to work on it every day. You need to associate seemingly different unrelated topics (hence the word topical) and connect the dots in your mind so that funny words and phrases come rolling off your tongue like sweat off of Martha Stewart’s stockbroker.

Here’s an example of being current and topical. Let’s say you are ready to deliver a line about someone’s intelligence—remember, even though he may have set the all-time standard for public dumb, Dan Quayle has been unemployed and out of the news since 1992. Keanu Reeves, Mr. Matrix himself, is still working, still making movies, and he is still dumb.

There’s a time lag in the publication of any book but here are some good current event references from January 2003:

DRUNK: in, Ozzy Osbourne, Diana Ross; out, Jan-Michael Vincent

QUEEN BITCH: in, Martha Stewart; out, Kathie Lee

NUTS: in, Michael Jackson, once again; out, Farrah Fawcett and Anne Heche

SLUT: in, Christina Aguilera; out, Madonna

GAY: in, Liza’s husband, one of the New York Mets; out, Siegfried and Roy

FAT: in, Anna Nicole Smith; out, Liz Taylor and Marlon Brando

MALE SLUT: Look, I know he’s an old reference but Bill Clinton is the Michael Jordan, John Elway, Wayne Gretzky, and Babe Ruth of hounds.

TOPICAL CELEBRITY REFERENCES:
CAREER VERSUS PEAK VALUE

One of the smartest, funniest men I have ever read is baseball statistician Bill James. One of the tools he uses in explaining his evaluation of players is the concept of peak value versus career value. A classic example for pitchers would be Sandy Koufax compared with Don Sutton. Koufax had a huge peak value for a few years but his career was relatively short; Sutton at his best was nowhere near the pitcher Koufax was, yet for over twenty years, year in and year out, Sutton had real value.

The same is true of comedy references. These are the people you can use in your jokes or people you can make fun of in conversation. The peak-value references are those who, during their prime, dominated the news and office lunch conversations. Those with great career value became human commas, shorthand for the problems and mistakes we all make in our pathetic little lives, mistakes that they made on the big stage.

Some, like John Wayne Bobbitt, have a high peak value for a few weeks or months; others, like Ted Kennedy, are consistent for laughs year in and year out.

Here are the top references of my comedy lifetime.

Peak Value

10. John Wayne Bobbitt: peak years 1993-94. There are those who would argue his porn movie career in the late 1990s should count toward his peak value. I figure, if Fox doesn’t think he’s good enough for Celebrity Boxing, then he’s not good enough to move up on this list.

9. Joey Buttafuoco: peak years 1993-95, 2002. His name alone earns him a spot on this list. Celebrity Boxing brought him back briefly last year.

8. Bob Dole: peak years 1994-96, 1999-2001. I knew Bob Dole as a war hero and a good senator. My daughter thinks he’s just some old guy who took Viagra and made a Pepsi commercial with Britney Spears.

7. Heidi Fleiss: peak years 1993-95. She could have moved up on the list if she had named names. Nice Jewish girl. Not married. I guess she just hasn’t found the right NBA team.

6. Charlie Sheen: peak years 1991-2002. Charlie’s chance to become an all-time career hall-of-famer was cut tragically short by a happy marriage.

5. Frank Gifford: peak years 1996-98. When you think of Frank, do you think of his hall-of-fame football career? Do you think of a legendary Monday Night Football broadcaster? Nah, you think of Frank balls deep in a middle-aged flight attendant.

4. Paula Jones: peak years 1992-98. She beats Frank Gifford by a nose.

3. Monica Lewinsky: peak years 1997-2003. How many people’s names have become synonymous with a sex act? She’s Heidi Fleiss without the brains and naked ambition; she’s Anna Nicole Smith without the acting ability and TV show. But most of all, she’s a woman who kept a dress with a stain on it.

2. Tonya Harding: peak years 1994-2002. What’s great about Tonya is she keeps reinventing herself. She’s gone from white trash figure skater to white trash honeymoon video girl to white trash drunk to white trash Celebrity Boxer. It’s a long shot but with just a few more arrests, she could make it up there on the all-time career list.

TIED WITH

Mike Tyson: 1990-2002. I don’t count the years when Mike was actually winning fights. I consider Mike’s peak years when he lost huge fights to Buster Douglas and to Robin Givens. Plus, he bit a man’s ear in a heavyweight championship fight. Enough said.

1. Anna Nicole Smith: peak years 1994-2003. She’s white trash, she’s got giant breasts, she has an IQ of sixty, she’s got her own TV show, she’s a gold digger, and she married a ninety-year-old.

There are a few worthy people who just missed the cut, like Pamela Anderson, Pee-wee Herman, Boy George, Anne Heche, Darryl Strawberry, and Robert Downey Jr. Each of them could do something in the next few years to reestablish their peak value but at this point, they are more likely to end up on Celebrity Mole than in this list of legends.
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