







“Fresh insights with a ‘why didn’t I think of that’ on every page. Steve Kaplan is a true comedy maven. Don’t know what that is? Read this book, and you will. You may even turn into one yourself.”

— Ellen Sandler, co-executive producer: Everybody Loves Raymond; author: The TV Writer’s Workbook

“I rarely think about why something I’m working on is funny. I’m usually just fixated on the fact that it’s not funny enough. So it was interesting to look at it from such a thoughtful perspective. I started reading the book expecting to be merely amused, but what I found was a rigorous deconstruction of what makes comedy. Steve takes this ephemeral topic and reduces it to tangible terms that are both practical and illuminating. Oh, and it’s funny. Which is useful when you’re talking about comedy.”

— David Crane, creator and executive producer: Friends, Episodes

“Steve Kaplan is a master when it comes to comedy. In his new book, The Hidden Tools of Comedy, Steve gives you an inside look at how comedy works from the world view of the character; the truth that comedy presents; and the idea that the more the character knows, the less comic it is. All of these ideas and more made it a book that I didn’t want to put down. The knowledge he imparts is a true gift to every writer, executive, and person that has a desire to know what makes humor work.”

— Jen Grisanti, story/career consultant; writing instructor for Writers on the Verge; author: Story Line and Change Your Story, Change Your Life

“The Hidden Tools of Comedy proves what I’ve said for years — no one on this planet understands the principles of comedy more than Steve Kaplan. If they gave out degrees in comedy writing, Steve would have an MD, JD, and PhD.”

— Derek Christopher, President, TV/Film Seminars & Lighthouse Blues Productions

“Steve Kaplan has discovered, refined, and sustained more stand-up, playwriting, TV and film writing careers — and without any of the credit he deserves. There simply is no God if he doesn’t receive the Mark Twain Prize for American Humor himself. God, are you listening? Oh well. Steve: Thank you for discovering me and being responsible for launching my career. Everyone else: BUY THIS BOOK.”

— Will Scheffer, co-creator and executive producer: Big Love and Getting On

“Whether you’re a performer, director, or writer, this is the best, most entertaining and practical book I’ve ever read on the art, theory, and mechanics of comedy.”

— David Fury, writer/producer: Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Lost, Fringe, Terra Nova

“Steve Kaplan’s approach to comedy is both practical and artful. His years of experience working with comedy writers have created techniques that can help anyone craft a joke and find the funny. Written with the warmth and humor he brings to his in-person classes, this book is a must-read for the aspiring writer or comic whose desire is to make people laugh . . . and also make them think.”

— Pilar Alessandra, Director of the On the Page Screenwriting Program; author: The Coffee Break Screenwriter

“Steve Kaplan’s The Hidden Tools of Comedy is a testament to how effective his comedic tools are. The book is funny. But in addition to being entertaining, it offers invaluable information about creating comedic material. Up until now no one has been able or willing to deconstruct the principles of how to be funny. It’s always been shrouded in vagueness: you just have to be born funny or you either get it or you don’t. With concrete examples Steve’s book gives you a step-by-step approach to understanding what the heart of comedy is and how to achieve it. You don’t have to be born funny in order to work in comedy, you just need to know and use these tools.”

— Carole Kirschner, Executive Director, CBS Diversity Writers Mentoring Program; author: Hollywood Game Plan

“If you want to make money with laughter . . . this book is no joke!”

— Dov S-S Simens, Dov Simens’ Two-Day Film School

“I’ve known Steve Kaplan for many years, going all the way back to the days of the HBO Workspace (what a great adventure that was!) and I have always known him to be keenly intent upon making every moment count. Working with him was great, taking his intensive workshop was fascinating, but this book is truly amazing and inspired. On almost every page I am stimulated with new and fresh ideas for my writing and my directing. And now I know I cannot (must not) venture into any other project (whether comedic or dramatic) without once again referring to The Hidden Tools of Comedy.”

— Mark W. Travis, director, consultant, author: Directing Feature Films and The Film Director’s Bag of Tricks.

“I don’t know if comedy can be taught, but if anybody can do it, it’s KAPLAN!”

— Jack Kenny, Executive Producer: Warehouse 13

“In his book, The Hidden Tools of Comedy, Steve Kaplan goes in depth, getting into the heart of what makes things funny, what makes someone funny. He breaks it down, from the fundamentals of what comedy is, to its emotional and logical cores, to the delicate balance between skill and talent. He explores tools that anyone and everyone can use in the creation of anything comedic. It’s about time a book like this was written. No matter what experience you’ve had, The Hidden Tools of Comedy is a must-read for anyone interested in writing, directing, or performing comedy. I’ve earmarked dozens of pages and can’t wait to put what I’ve learned into practice.”

— Risa Bramon-Garcia, director, producer, casting director

“A great teacher is someone who knows their subject and knows how to teach it. Steve Kaplan knows comedy and he knows how to teach it and this is what makes his book an invaluable tool for anyone who wants to use comedy to entertain. Kaplan is to comedy as Toto was to Oz. He shows you exactly what is going on behind the curtain and how to use all the levers to create the magic. And since he is a gifted comic on top of being an incisive scholar, his book is not only incredibly informative, it is also funny and fun to read.”

— Gil Bettman, director, professor of film, Chapman University; author: First Time Director

“If you are serious about comedy, you must read this book. Kaplan has detailed in easy to understand terms how to make comedy work. This book is no joke — it is the real thing. It should be required reading for actors, writers and anyone involved in the comedy business, from beginners to seasoned veterans. They will all learn something from his insight.”

— Paul Caplan-Bennett, PB Management; past president, Talent Managers Association

“You can learn comedy — and this book can really help you. It’s practical, accessible, and pretty darn entertaining.”

— Michael Bloom, artistic director, Cleveland Playhouse; author: Thinking Like a Director

“Sometimes when somebody dissects something (is that alliterate or illiterate?), the magic dissipates into the ether. This is not the case with comedian-teacher Steve Kaplan’s book, The Hidden Tools of Comedy. You’ll smile or even laugh out loud as you read every page outlining how to sharpen your literary implements and hack your way through the world of comedy. While humor does come naturally to some (but in my family, we don’t make nose jokes), everyone can learn the joy of making other people giggle. What a gift to the world!”

— Mary J. Schirmer, screenwriter-instructor

“Clarity served with humor; what better way to learn the art of comedy? Steve gets to the heart of our funny bone, so you can give life to your comedies that will leave your audience in stitches.”

— Ann Baldwin, screenwriter

“Everything you need to be a comedy writer except the searing self-doubt, crippling anxiety, and suffocating social awkwardness.”

— Chad Gervich, writer/producer: Dog With a Blog, After Lately, Cupcake Wars; author: Small Screen, Big Picture

“The brilliance of Steve Kaplan’s terrific book is how, with simplicity, wisdom, and (of course) humor, he creates so many ‘AHA!’ moments. You will repeatedly find yourself exclaiming, ‘OF COURSE that’s why that movie worked so well!’ ‘So THAT’S why that joke fell flat!’ ‘So THIS is how I can make my characters funnier!’ If you are a writer, an actor, a director, a stand-up comic, a public speaker, or simply someone who wants to master the art of making people laugh, you have to read The Hidden Tools of Comedy.”

— Michael Hauge, Hollywood story expert and script consultant; author: Writing Screenplays That Sell and Selling Your Story in 60 Seconds

“An Irishman, a Jew, and an Italian walk into a bookstore . . . and they all buy this book! Useful, true, and very illuminating.”

— Brian Rose, professor of theater, Adelphi University
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For Kathrin,

Who made all things possible,

and who continues to laugh at all my jokes
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INTRODUCTION

A FUNNY THING HAPPENED TO ME ON THE WAY TO THIS BOOK

There’s a possibly apocryphal story in which friends gather around a famous actor’s deathbed. One of the friends grasps the great man’s hand and asks, “How are you doing?” The famous actor rises in his bed a bit and says, dramatically, “Dying . . . (pause) . . . dying is hard.” (Longer pause.) “But . . . but . . . comedy is harder.”

Over the years I’ve taught hundreds of people about comedy. Some were writers. Some were directors, or actors. There were writer-directors, and writer-performers, and actor-directors, and even a few writer-actor-directors. A few might have just been hyphens.

For most of my professional life, I’ve been deeply involved in exploring the art of comedy and in the development and training of comic writers, actors, and artists. Because of comedy, I’ve had the opportunity to co-found and run the Off-Broadway theater that premiered the early works of David Ives, Howard Korder, and Ken Lonergan. Because of comedy, I’ve worked with — as producer, director, or teacher — a host of amazing people: Michael Patrick King (Sex and the City), Nathan Lane, John Leguizamo, Peter Tolan (The Garry Shandling Show, Rescue Me), David Crane (Friends), Jack Black, Oliver Platt, Nia Vardalos, Kathy Griffin, Tamara Jenkins (The Savages), Sandra Tsing Loh, and many, many others.1 Because of comedy, I’ve taught at the Yale School of Drama, NYU, and UCLA, as well as at Disney, DreamWorks and Aardman Animation. Because of comedy, I’ve traveled around the world, lecturing and giving workshops in Los Angeles, New York, Vancouver, Toronto, London, New Zealand, Melbourne, Sydney, and even Singapore.

It all started when I was a kid.

I was the kind of kid who would get picked on and beat up after school. I’m really not sure why. Maybe it was my sparkling personality, or my trenchant wit. Or maybe it was the fact that I never changed my sweater once during the 4th grade. (Hey — that was one damn good sweater!) In any event, because of the threatened pummeling, there were two things I learned to do really well — run fast and make people laugh. Most kids couldn’t catch me; those who could, I disarmed with that aforementioned trenchant wit and with more than a soupçon of self-deprecating humor thrown in. OK, I still got beat up, but I also grew to love comedy.

While my peers were settling for the slapstick fun of Soupy Sales and The Three Stooges, my tastes were leaning toward the anarchic Marx Brothers and the ‘40s-era hipster-quipster Bob Hope (I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why Bing Crosby seemed to get all the girls in the Road movies just by singing). I remember, to my eternal humiliation, going up to a band at a dance (I was twelve) and asking them to play a request: Bob Hope’s theme song, “Thanks for the Memory.” They looked at me as if I were very strange.

I loved Laurel & Hardy and W.C. Fields and Danny Kaye and The Dick Van Dyke Show, and through the subversive humor of Get Smart, became a fan of Mel Brooks, who I later discovered was also “The 2,000-Year-Old Man.” I have to admit that I wasn’t yet a fan of the great silent classics, but I’m proud to point out that, even at 13, my love of The Three Stooges extended only to Shemp, who I thought alone exhibited the heart, compassion, and bewildered sweetness that was the hallmark of great comedy and was lacking in Moe, Larry, and Curly. I was Looney Tunes all the way; the Disney cartoon shorts were for Yankees fans; i.e., conformists and front-runners.

You might assume that following this natural progression that I would naturally develop into a classic “Class Clown.” Alas, it turned out that I was the mime or prop comic of Class Clowns: more annoying than funny. But like Thomas Edison failing to invent the light bulb a thousand times, it turns out that I was discovering a myriad of ways not to be funny. (I joke at my workshops that I was such a bad stand-up that clubs asked me never to come back . . . not even as a customer!)

Yes, the show business bug had bit. After studying theater at university, I headed to Manhattan (it wasn’t very far; I lived in Queens) to jumpstart my — very short, as it turned out — career as a comedic actor. I was young and judgmental and thought I knew it all. After watching a show, I would always point out the mistakes the director and playwright made. Exasperated, my girlfriend finally told me, “If you think you know so much, why don’t you try directing something yourself?” So I did, and I found out that directing was something I liked. It was a lot more fun telling people what to do than being told what to do by someone else. It was also something that I seemed to be good at, which I have to admit was as much a surprise to me as to anyone else. The shows I directed tended to be comic, whether that was the author’s intention or not (sorry, Agatha Christie!).

One actor in that forgotten Agatha Christie mystery I directed thought he saw something special in me (thanks, Mitch!) and he, along with an actress friend of his, approached me about starting a theater company. I don’t think they had much of an idea or a clear vision of what they wanted the theater to be, only that they were tired of being powerless over casting and their careers. That was all right with me. I’d happily cast them both as Hamlet in alternating rep if it made them happy. As for me, I had been given the opportunity I had been waiting for: a chance to start a theater totally focused on comedy.

Not that I knew much about comedy. (Actually, at that time, in my mid-twenties, I thought I knew EVERYTHING there was to know about comedy. I know better now.) What I did know was that I was so tired of all the humorless, self-serious theater that was prevalent at that time. Saturday Night Live had already been on the air for some time, and there was a renaissance in comedy everywhere, except in the small developmental theaters in New York City. Back then, New York theater took itself pretty seriously (if I never see another production of The Three Sisters with everyone all in black turtlenecks, it’ll be too soon!). Theater was for important, meaty fare — certainly not comedy! Evenings at the theater were long, lugubrious treks through the humorless angst of a heretofore unproduced playwright, often in the company of five or six other uncomfortable theater-goers. Most of the plays were set in a black void, with character names like “He” or “She” or “The Pharmacist” or “The Man With the Big Pain in his Head,” or self-serious one-person shows, where inevitably there would be the scene where the performer would step down center into a pool of light and speak movingly about the time when she was twelve when her Uncle Max almost touched her. I used to sit in the back of theaters, offering funny, snide side comments to the people sitting next to me. Since I often went to the theater by myself, the people who found themselves sitting next to me were usually pretty pissed.

So when I had the chance, I wanted to have a theater where I could say the jokes out loud — one that would be an antidote to self-indulgent self-importance. A theater that would take my snarky, funny, snide comments from the last rows of the audience and put them on stage, as it were. Somehow I convinced my friends to do just that. We called it Manhattan Punch Line (thank God “New York Ha-Ha” was voted down!), a theater completely devoted to comedy, and despite our utter lack of business, managerial, or financial knowledge or expertise, it ran for more than thirteen years. Over that time, I directed, developed, and/or produced hundreds of plays (and even acted in a few of them), readings, sketches, improv shows and stand-up evenings, and we surrounded ourselves with some of the funniest people on the planet — Oliver Platt, Rita Rudner, Nathan Lane, and Mercedes Ruehl; David Crane, Michael Patrick King, Kenneth Lonergan, and Peter Tolan; David Ives, Christopher Ashley, and Mark Brokaw. And I discovered that there were some things that I didn’t know about comedy. Like everything.

Some nights we got laughs, and some nights we didn’t. I began to wonder why something that was incredibly funny on Thursday night would get no laughs on Sunday; why sometimes the funniest performance of a play was at its very first table read. What was going on here? That’s when I started seriously exploring the art and the science — some would even call it the physics — of comedy.

At the time, I was teaching an improvisation class. Without telling the actors, I started experimenting with them — devising improv games to get at the core of comedy: how it works, why it works, what’s going on when it stops working — and what can be done when that happens.

These experiments led to the discovery of a series of techniques, which in turn led to a forty-week master class in comedy. The class was taught to a select group of performer/writers who were connected to the theater, called the “Comedy Corps.” Oliver Platt came out of the Comedy Corps, as did writers Tracy Poust (Will & Grace), Howard Morris (Home Improvement, According to Jim) David Fury (Fringe, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Pinky and the Brain) and others.

When I moved to Los Angeles, I continued teaching the class to actors. But given the . . . uh, shall we say . . . reduced attention span of the inhabitants of L.A., I began to condense the forty-week class into a single two-day course. I also started noticing that a few of the actors were unaware of some of the classic comedy references I made during the class, so I started showing clips from films and television to illustrate some of the main points of the lecture. Soon the clips became an integral part of the workshop, and a fun teaching tool to boot. A friend suggested that I could offer the same material, only geared toward writers. “You could be the Robert McKee of comedy!” was I think how Derek put it. “Besides,” he added, “actors are always broke, anyhow.” Despite that dig toward actors — I love actors; I married an actress — I decided to take him up on it.

The seminar, as now conceived, is called the Comedy Intensive: a two-day workshop geared mostly to writers, but also regularly attended by directors, producers, actors, and animators (many coming from studios like Disney and DreamWorks). The class retains a lot of the flavor and fun from the original days when I was experimenting with Method-trained actors discovering new approaches to comedy. In the Intensive, we still do a lot of exercises and activities, as well as show a healthy dollop of comedy clips to go along with the lecture part of the weekend.

As more and more people started attending the Intensive, some of them would ask, “So where’s the book?”

At first I thought to myself, “There must be dozens of books on comedy. Who am I to write another one?” But then, when I actually looked into it, I realized that while there were books on how to be a stand-up comic, or on improvisation or theater games, there were few books that offered a serious analysis of comic theory and its practical application for writers, directors, and actors.

“Why don’t you write a book?” people would ask.

So I wrote this.

One of the things that you’re going to find in this book is that we’re going to talk about what we call “The Hidden Tools of Comedy.” These are things that you were probably not taught in university or college or conservatories, but are tools that make comedy work. They’re doubly useful because more important than knowing how to make something funny — which all of us have done to one extent or another — is knowing what to fix when it’s not funny. Because that’s the real problem, isn’t it? We’re slogging through Act II, and something’s just not working. You’re in your writers’ group, listening to a section of your script read out loud, and the laughter is polite, but no more than that. With the concepts in this book, we’ll give you the understanding to know just how comedy works, why it works, what’s gone wrong when it’s not working, and the tools to fix it so you can keep the comedy going.

The ideas — the “tools” — in this book have helped countless actors, directors, and writers.

They work.

1 A note about the list: I wish I could list them all. They’d number in the hundreds, even though you probably wouldn’t recognize many of them. But famous or not, I can honestly say that I learned something invaluable about comedy from each and every one of them.


HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
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The most famous book in the world starts with, “In the beginning. . .” and so should you. Part I starts off with the theoretical, what we might call “The Philosophy of Comedy.” If you’re just starting out, Part I will give you the foundation for the tools that follow. Even if you’ve been doing comedy your whole life; even if you wrote gags for The Marx Brothers, one-liners for Henny Youngman, and told Lorne Michaels to forget about taping on Fridays, Part I may be a fresh approach to familiar skills. And if you’re somewhere in-between, then by all means, start with Part I.

From the theoretical, we’ll move to the practical: “The Hidden Tools of Comedy.” The Tools in Part II are based on a decade or more of study, experimentation, and application, with the ultimate goal being to give you the tools and principles you’ll need to understand, write, direct, or perform comedy. We’ll take a look at the nature of comedy: how it works, and why it doesn’t. We’ll show you how to understand, examine, analyze, construct, and deconstruct comedy, and still be able to laugh your head off. And if you want to, you’ll be making other people laugh their heads off as well.

Some of the tools focus more on one area than another. Active Emotion is an acting tool, and of special interest to directors as well. Comic Premise focuses on creating and developing feature or long-form comedy as opposed to sitcoms. But everyone — writers, actors, directors, producers, executives, academics, and others — can benefit from exploring all of the tools, because I believe that comedy is best understood as a unified art form. The concepts, principles, techniques, and tools in the book apply as equally to one artistic aspect, such as writing, as to any other. In our time, when we think of someone who is writing, directing, and starring in their own vehicles, we’re thinking of a comedian. This situation, it seems to me, is unique to comedy. I can’t think of an example that applies to drama. Yes, Clint Eastwood stars in the movies that he directs, but he doesn’t write them. And Paul Haggis directs the movies he writes, but he doesn’t act in them. And M. Night Shyamalan directs and writes his movies, but he doesn’t . . . I think I’ve made my point.

One thing to remember as you read Part II: these are tools, not rules. If I told you to go into your living room and turn on your TV, would you get out your screwdriver and needle-nosed pliers? No. You’d just grab the remote and turn it on. You only need to take out your tools if something is broken.

These tools are meant to be used to fix things when they aren’t working. They are not supposed to be a method, a kind of a dramaturgical meat grinder, processing every thought, idea, or inspiration that you have. What follows is a collection of tools that have been shown to work. These are tools to analyze, enhance, or correct comedy — to fix what’s broken. They are concepts, precepts, techniques, and approaches to the age-old problems of writing, directing, and performing comedy.

Part III includes material on jokes, sitcoms, resources, answers Frequently Asked Questions, and gives you an opportunity to ask your own and receive an answer through our newsletter.

THE CLIPS

Another reader advisory: Illustrating the tools are excerpts from films and sitcoms. In the live seminar, it’s easy for me to discuss a tool while we’re watching a film clip. Here, I’m discussing a tool as you read the dialogue from that clip — not always the same thing.

For well-known films like Big or Groundhog Day, the suggestion here is to rent it and watch the pertinent section of the film as you read the chapters. I think you’ll get the most out of the book that way. When I reference sitcoms, I’ll try to include episode information so that you can check it out for yourself through Netflix or Hulu or however you watch your TV these days. And it’s always worth checking YouTube if you’re not familiar with a reference, although I haven’t included links because clips on YouTube often have shorter life spans than your average fruit fly. A link I cite in 2013 may no longer be working in the far, far, distant future of 2014. Whatever the technological case, the point is, be resourceful. It will enhance your journey through this book.

That said, turn the page and enjoy!


PART I

UNDERSTANDING COMEDY

THE PHILOSOPHY, SCIENCE, AND ENGINEERING OF COMEDY

“A rabbi, a priest, and a minister walk into a bar.
So the bartender says — ‘What is this, a joke?’”


CHAPTER 1

THE MYTHS OF COMEDY
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Many of the things people claim to know about comedy are, in fact, myths. We’ve all heard those myths:

“The letter K is funny.”

“Comedy comes in threes.”

“Comedy is exaggeration.”

“Comedy is mechanical.”

“Comedy is about feeling superior to other people.”

“You have to be born funny.”

“If you try to explain the joke, you’ll kill it.”

“Either you’re funny, or you’re not.”

And, of course, the one thing that everyone knows about comedy:

“You can’t teach comedy.”

YOU HAVE TO BE BORN FUNNY

Really? How are you born funny? I don’t think there’s many OBN/GYNs who have had the experience of delivering a baby, slapping it on its behind, only to have the baby turn around and say, “Hey, how you doing? Anybody here from out of the O.R.? Hey, a funny thing happened to me on the way out of the fallopian tubes!”

Somewhere between the doctor slapping you on the butt and the Grim Reaper slapping you into a coffin, funny people somehow learn to be funny. How do they learn it?

WELL, YOU CAN’T TEACH COMEDY, CAN YOU?

The other day, after sending out a notice to one of my workshops, someone emailed me back a short fan letter. It went, in part, “Teaching comedy is a bit of an oxymoron, which I am sure you have considered. While there is much to learn about timing and why a joke works, the first is more mechanical and the second is intellectual . . . so what can be taught and what cannot?”

Excellent question.

The biggest myth about comedy is that it’s magical, unknowable, unteachable. Those who subscribe to that myth believe that the world is divided into two parts: those who are funny, and those who ain’t. And if you ain’t, well, sorry Charley, that’s all she wrote.

I have a simple response to that: Bull.

Just think about it. How do comics learn their craft? Well, trial and error, obviously. We’ve all heard about the stand-up comic who bombed when he/she first started out, but after years of practice and work and struggle, finally developed a unique voice and persona, and is now a huge star. Obviously, the comic must have figured out a way to teach him or herself.

Groucho Marx once said that “you can’t teach funny.” Yet, The Marx Brothers were a terrible, just terrible, act when their mother, Minnie, first pushed them out on stage. But working eight shows a day in vaudeville, picking up hints and tips from the other performers, they honed their act into one of the greatest comedy teams of all time. Again, they taught themselves.

While you can’t teach someone to be more talented, you can teach someone to act and write to the best of their ability. And just like you can teach drama, you can certainly teach comedy. Yes, comedy can be taught.

IF YOU TRY TO ANALYZE COMEDY, YOU’LL KILL IT.

Again, nonsense. The stand-up comics I know do nothing else but pore over their set like Talmudic scholars studying the conflicting sayings of ancient rabbis. Far from destroying it, they’ll spend endless hours trying to refine it. Comics will endlessly examine their malfunctioning punch lines and their unsteady set-ups. They’ll push, probe, prod, tweak, tease, and otherwise massage the phrasing, attack, and rhythm of a line. They’ll take suggestions from other comics until the line becomes the surefire, never-fail holy grail of stand-ups — the killer joke.

YOU’RE EITHER FUNNY OR YOU’RE NOT

In Trevor Griffiths’ play Comedians, a grizzled old stand-up teaching a bunch of working-class comic wannabes says, “A comedian draws pictures of the world; the closer you look, the better you draw.” So while talent can’t be taught, what can be taught is the ability to look closely and deeply into the mechanics, aesthetics, art, and science of comedy; it’s possible to learn how to analyze a scene and discover why a scene is or is not working, and how to make adjustments to correct it.

A professional writer wrote me recently, “I attended this past weekend’s comedy workshop. I was having trouble with a script and now I understand why I was struggling. Having the concept of ‘Straight Line/Wavy Line’ to work with [we’ll discuss this concept in-depth later in the book], along with the other tools . . . takes the burden of ‘being funny’ off of me and the characters. Now we can do what we do best: be honest. And when the time’s right, we can be funny or silly. It’s like something in my heart opened and I feel this ultimate sense of emotional freedom.”

So, can you teach comedy? Someone once said that you’re born with genius, but artistry is learned. That someone was pretty damned smart, if you ask me.

MORE MYTHS

The way to play comedy is to make it louder, faster, funnier.

The way to play comedy is to just lighten up.

Comedy is about cruelty to other people.

Comedy is making fun of other people.

Comedy is silly.

Comedy is slapstick.

Comedy is only about timing.

Comedy is unimportant, and concerns unimportant things.

Comedy is easy.

In the coming chapters we’ll dispel some of these myths and correct others. Along the way, we’ll show you how comedy works, why it works (sometimes), how to troubleshoot a scene or script that’s not working, and how to apply this new-found understanding of comedy to writing, directing, producing, performing, or just plain enjoying.

Let’s get started.


CHAPTER 2

THE COMEDY PERCEPTION TEST
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I’m not a stand-up, but people coming to a seminar on comedy usually expect the speaker to say something funny. To live up to people’s expectations, I’ve started telling my favorite joke to begin each class: 1

So here’s my favorite joke:

“These two Jews find out that Hitler walks past a certain alley every morning at 8 a.m., so they decide to wait in the alley and kill Hitler and save the world. So they get to this alley at about 5 a.m. and wait . . . 6 a.m . . . . they wait . . . 7 a.m . . . . they wait . . . 8 a.m., and still no Hitler. So they decide to wait a bit more . . . 9 a.m . . . . 11 a.m . . . . 2 p.m. Finally, at 4 p.m., one turns to the other and says . . . ‘I hope he’s OK!’”

This usually gets a laugh. (If you didn’t laugh, don’t feel bad. I’m used to it.) But you have to ask yourself: Why is that funny? What’s funny about Hitler? World War II? The Holocaust? Why would we laugh at a joke concerning the man responsible for the deaths of millions of people? Exactly what are we laughing at?

Good questions. I think it’s time we take THE COMEDY PERCEPTION TEST to see if we’re perceiving comedy with 20/20 vision.

Below are seven sentences — seven word-pictures. They don’t mean anything other than what they are. There’s no backstory. Read them carefully.

A. Man slipping on a banana peel.

B. Man wearing a top hat slipping on a banana peel.

C. Man slipping on a banana peel after kicking a dog.

D. Man slipping on a banana peel after losing his job.

E. Blind man slipping on a banana peel.

F. Blind man’s dog slipping on a banana peel.

and

G. Man slipping on a banana peel, and dying.

So there you have it. Seven sentences, seven word-pictures. No hidden meanings or narratives. What you see (or read, I suppose) is what you get.

Now I’d like you to answer these four questions:

Which of these statements is the funniest?

The least funny?

The most comic?

And which one is the least comic?

You might be thinking to yourself, “Comic and funny — isn’t that the same thing?”

Excellent question, thanks for asking. But just for now, let’s just stick to selecting which one you think is the funniest, the least funny, the most comic and the least comic.

Let’s start with which one you thought was the funniest.

Did you pick?

A.) Man slipping on a banana peel?

B.) Man in top hat?

How about C.) Man kicking a dog? or D.) Man losing his job? (OK, that one only a boss could find funny.)

Was your choice E.) Blind Man? (And if it was, shame on you! You’re sick, you know that?)

Maybe you chose F.) Blind Man’s dog, or even G.) Man slipping on a banana peel and dying?

So, which did you decide was the funniest?

The answer to which sentence is funniest is, of course. . . .

1 Hey, at least it’s better than my second favorite joke: “Two cannibals are eating a clown. One says to the other, ‘Does this taste funny to you?’”


CHAPTER 3

THE ANSWER (THEORY OF COMEDY)
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. . .All of them!

All of them?

All of them.

You were right no matter which one you picked! (Don’t you feel affirmed? It’s like the ’60s all over again. Let’s all hug each other.)

All of them are the funniest because there is a difference between what’s funny and what’s comic. Laughter is subjective. What’s funny is WHATEVER MAKES YOU LAUGH. No questions, no arguments. If it makes you laugh, it’s funny . . . to you. Period. End of debate. Conversely, if you don’t laugh at it, no intellectual or academic can argue with you that you should have laughed. And if something doesn’t make you laugh, like my Uncle Murray used to say, “By me, it’s not so funny.” No matter what the experts at The New Yorker or Entertainment Weekly say, to you it’s not funny. To you.

Say you go to a movie and you’re laughing and someone turns to you and says, “That’s not funny!” What are you supposed to do? Hit yourself on the forehead and cry, “You’re right. That’s not funny! What an idiot I was — I thought I was enjoying myself, but obviously, I was so wrong!”

So, if you’re laughing (even the on-the-inside-kind-of laughing), it’s funny. But is it comedy?

FUNNY VS. COMIC

For instance, I have an eight-year-old nephew, and if I make a funny face — like putting my fingers in my nose and my mouth, pulling wide, bugging out my eyes, and sticking out my tongue — I can make him laugh. To him, that’s funny. (Hey, if you do that, you could probably make someone laugh as well. Go ahead, try it.) I also have a two-year-old niece, and I can make her laugh just by shaking my keys in front of her. I often use that in my seminar, and my empirical proof is: screenwriters laugh at shaking keys as well. Again, to her — and to screenwriters — jangling, dangling keys are funny.

But is it comedy? Would you pay $125 to see it on Broadway, or invest millions of dollars to make it into a feature? (Well, maybe someone at Saturday Night Live would.) Would you put that into development as a January pick-up? According to the famous acting teacher Sanford Meisner, there’s absolutely no difference between comedy and drama, in which case I’m feeling sort of guilty that I made you buy this book. But let’s say that there is a difference. So, what is comedy?

For most, it remains a mystery, something you “have to be born with.” Even those who have achieved some measure of success with comedy are plagued with unanswered questions: Why is a performance great on Thursday, yet the very same show dies a horrible death in front of a silent audience on Sunday? Why does the script kill at the table read but become increasingly less funny with each rehearsal, until it’s just laying there like a lox? Why is “Faster, Louder, Funnier!” sometimes the only direction you’ll get from the director or writer?

SO WHAT’S COMEDY?

In my workshops when I ask the question, “What is comedy?” I’m usually offered a cavalcade of answers:

• A heightened sense of reality

• Timing

• Exaggeration

• Slapstick

• Silliness

• Reversals

• Something in threes

• A word with a “K” sound in it

• Irony

• The absurdity of life

• The unexpected

• Creating and releasing tension

• Incongruity

• A psychological defense mechanism

• Bad karma

• Surprise

• Tragedy for someone else

• Higher status

• Irony

• Revenge

• Satire

• Pain, especially other people’s pain

• Irreverence

• Sarcasm

• Miscommunication

• Wish fulfillment

• Something relatable

• The Three Stooges

• Anything but The Three Stooges

And so on.

These are all great ideas. So then, what’s the problem?

One problem is that many of these definitions also apply to drama. Don’t Death of a Salesman and Awake and Sing! also possess a “heightened sense of reality?” And while “the unexpected” could mean an elephant in a tutu — pretty funny — it could also mean a bullet between the eyes — definitely not comedy. Furthermore, while many of these concepts contain elements that are found in comedy, most of them are just that — simply concepts. It’s hard to use them in a practical way on an ongoing basis. Sure, we’ve all read those articles that promise “43 Great Comedy-Writing Techniques.” But how truly helpful is a laundry list of disparate and disconnected comedy tricks and tips? I mean, there you are, you’re in the middle of Act II, you’re staring at a blank page or blank screen, you don’t know which way to go or what happens next, and somebody whispers, “Be ironic!” “Juxtapose!” “Use a heightened sense of reality!” It’s a good idea, but . . . how can you use it?

So . . . what the heck is comedy?

Unlike “funny,” comedy isn’t so much a matter of opinion as an art form, with its own aesthetic. It’s one of the most ancient of art forms, originating around the same time as that other dramatic art form, tragedy. But right from the very beginning, comedy was the Rodney Dangerfield of art forms — it didn’t get any respect.

Aristotle wrote a whole book, Poetics, dedicated to the art of tragedy, but he dismissed comedy in a couple of sentences. It’s been downhill for comedy ever since, as far as being taken seriously. Twenty-five-hundred years later, Woody Allen himself complained that people who write and direct comedy “sit at the children’s table.”

Even those who sit around that very small table rarely agree on exactly what comedy is. Aristotle said that comedy was that which is ludicrous, yet painless, because comedy focused on people who were “worse” or “lower” than the average man. French philosopher Henri Bergson conjectured that comedy was the “mechanical encrusted on the living,” in other words, man acting mechanically. Sigmund Freud and other psychologists theorize that comedy is simply an elaborate defense mechanism, protecting us from the dangers of emotional pain.

As great a genius as Aristotle or Freud is, I prefer to follow the teachings of the great philosophers Isaac Caesar and Leonard Alfred Schneider. Isaac Caesar (that’s Sid to you) observed, “Comedy has to be based on truth. You take the truth and you put a little curlicue at the end.” And Leonard Alfred Schneider (better known by his stage name of Lenny Bruce) wrote, “Today’s comedian has a cross to bear that he built himself. A comedian of the older generation did an act and he told the audience, ‘This is my act.’ Today’s comic is not doing an act. The audience assumes he’s telling the truth.”

Who am I to argue with Sid Caesar or Lenny Bruce? Not me.

COMEDY: THE DEFINITION

When I talk about comedy, I’m not just talking about double-takes, or pratfalls, or what have you. I’m not talking about the mechanical side of things. I’m talking about truth. I think that comedy tells the truth. And specifically, comedy tells the truth about people.

Comedy is the art of telling the truth about what it’s like to be human.

Now, even if you accept my definition (and no one is saying you have to), we’re still not anywhere near any usable, practical tools for creating comedy. But we’re getting closer.

My definition (and Sid’s and Lenny’s, remember) that comedy tells the truth, and, specifically, tells the truth about people, is based on years of practical experience and extensive research. Early in my research, I encountered an important primary source that helped shape my thinking and understanding about comedy. I often share a clip from this source during my workshop’s opening lecture. So let’s lower the lights to watch the following scene:

Low-key yet emotionally charged music plays under:

KENDALL

(a beautiful woman wearing a tight skirt and an attractive, revealing blouse cut so low you can see her ankles   )

Shouldn’t you be knee-deep in terrorists and covert war by now?

AIDEN

(moving toward her, brow furrowed manfully)

Change of plans.

KENDALL

Did you miss me that much?

She stands.

AIDEN

(turning away, trying to hide the pain inside)

I thought I saw someone following you out at the airport about Canbias.

KENDALL

Then you really did come back for me . . .

Aiden moves toward her, pauses. With great feeling:

AIDEN

Yeah.

KENDALL

(rising, moves to stand in front of him)

Aiden, I did not kill Michael.

Pause.

AIDEN

(staring right into her eyes)

And I should just believe you?

At this point I’ll usually freeze-frame on these two stunningly beautiful actors, gazing deeply into each other’s gorgeous eyes. All right, you’ve got me — it’s not a scene from Chaplin’s City Lights. It’s from the soap opera (I’m sorry, I mean “daytime drama”) All My Children. Yes, it’s melodramatic. Taken out of context, you might even find it funny. OK, very funny. But why would we want to watch a soap to learn about comedy?

Here’s the thing: You might giggle at the actors (don’t — it just hurts their feelings), you might not think it’s great art. (There you may just be right.) But the important point is that everybody involved — as writers, directors, actors, designers, and craftsmen — is dedicated to not making you laugh. Their intent is to have you care about these characters. Everyone is working as hard as they can, united in the pursuit of creating drama. So I think it’s instructive to pay attention to what they’re doing and the choices they’re making.

Take a look at almost any soap scene. Rather than listen to what the characters are saying, look at what they’re telling us about themselves: They’re acting logically, rationally, appropriately. Even when the behavior is extreme — e.g., adultery, murder, and deceit, the staples of daytime drama — the actors rarely act in an inappropriate manner, in a way that would tend to mock the characters.

Let’s look at these two people again:

KENDALL

Then you really did come back for me . . .

Aiden moves toward her, pauses.

AIDEN

Yeah.

KENDALL

(rising, moves to stand in front of him)

Aiden, I did not kill Michael.

Pause.

AIDEN

(stares directly into her eyes)

And I should just believe you?

(hold on AIDEN as the music swells and. . .)

Whatever you think about soaps, or All My Children, or Aiden, let’s focus on what’s being communicated about these characters.

The first thing you have to notice about people in soaps is that they’re more than just good-looking; they’re almost supernaturally attractive. People like this just do not exist in nature. And the combination of writing, directing, and performance is designed to communicate a specific set of qualities. After watching a bit of this clip, I’ll ask audiences in my workshop: “What qualities do you think the actor playing Aiden is trying to communicate about his character?” Despite some snide comments (there’ll always be some haters) they generally answer, “He’s strong.”

So is being strong a good quality or a bad quality to have? It’s a good quality, right?

“He’s caring.”

Again, a good quality, right?

“He’s feeling.”

“He’s concerned.”

“He’s masculine.”

“He’s intense.”

Is he sensitive or insensitive?

“Sensitive.”

Is he trying to communicate intelligence or stupidity?

“Intelligence.”

So, let’s see: Strong . . . caring . . . feeling . . . concerned . . . masculine . . . intense . . . sensitive . . . intelligent. Now, ladies, does this sound like we’re describing your significant other?1

No? Didn’t think so.

Let’s go back to our freeze frame for just a second:

KENDALL

Then you really did come back for me . . .

Aiden moves toward her, pauses.

AIDEN

Yeah.

KENDALL

(rising, moves to stand in front of him)

Aiden, I did not kill Michael.

Pause.

AIDEN

(stares directly into her eyes)

And I should just believe you?

(hold on AIDEN as the music swells and. . .)

Let me set this up for our reading audience. Here’s this really tense moment, in which our Hero, Aiden, is confronting the beautiful Kendall. Should he believe her, or not? He looks for the answer, deep in her eyes. There are usually a few directors in the room, so I’ll find a director and ask, “Where’s Aiden’s eye-line? Where are his eyes focused?” The usually reply: “He’s looking right into her eyes.” Right. This supernaturally good-looking guy is talking to this supernaturally gorgeous woman, who, as we recall, has a blouse that’s so low-cut, you can see her ankles, and where’s he looking?

Straight into her eyes.

Nowhere else.

Maybe it’s just me. Because if it were me, I’d, you know, just kinda . . . peek. Just a little! Not to be too obnoxious about it, I mean, I’ve been happily married for a long time, but if it were me . . . OK, I’ll admit it . . . dammit all to Hell . . . I’d peek!

I’d peek . . . BECAUSE I’M HUMAN!! Because that’s what guys do. They peek. C’mon, even if you’re married . . . you’re going to peek too, just a little bit, aren’t you? I mean, am I the only one?

No matter how important or tense the situation might be, no matter how faithful and monogamous and happy in his relationship he might be, a guy’s gonna peek! That’s why the soaps are so instructive. Aiden doesn’t peek, doesn’t feel the need to peek, because if he isn’t already perfect, he’s almost there. What would happen to this tense, emotional moment if he did peek — in that slightly adolescent, smarmy, Bob Hope/Woody Allen kind of way? The answer’s simple. It would become a comedy.

But Aiden won’t peek. Aiden is never going to peek because he doesn’t need to; because he is what we should all be aspiring to, but not who we are. In a soap, these people are better than us in so many ways. They’re superheroes; they have all the qualities that we ourselves lack. The actors playing the characters subtly say to us: Look at us, it’s more than just our good looks. Look how sensitive we are, how we suffer, how deeply we feel, how intelligent we are. People at home sit there, fantasizing: “I wish I had a guy like that!” “I wish my wife looked like that!” Yes, they have flaws, but these are usually tragic, heartbreaking, heartrending flaws. Which is OK, because soaps aren’t trying to be real — they’re trying to be dramatic. And the essence of drama is: Drama helps us dream about what we could be — what we can be.2

A few years ago, back when I lived in New York, I found myself in Times Square needing to kill a couple of hours between meetings. It was about ten degrees and snowing, and I wanted to get in out of the cold, so I ducked into this theater showing a Rocky movie. I’m not sure which Rocky movie it was — Rocky 16, maybe? I only remember it was the one in which Dolph Lundgren kicks the living shit out of Rocky, so Rocky has to travel to Russia for a rematch to regain his title. About two-thirds of the way through the move there’s this training montage — you know the part, where a big rock song is playing underneath these scenes of Rocky getting strong, getting “The Eye of the Tiger,” or getting whatever the hell he gets? During the montage, we see him training all over Russia: he’s running, he’s suffering, he’s sweating, he’s got shpilkes. And I was shocked to discover that I had started to cry. The thought struck me: I’m warm, I’m dry, why should I care? Yet there I was sitting in the theater watching Rocky running up this hill, he’s running up this hill where there’s snow UP TO HIS NECK. He’s running up and up and, goddamn it, he’s running right through it and I’m sitting there bawling in this Times Square movie theater, crying my eyes out for the lug and thinking to myself, “You get ’em, Rocky,” and “I wish I could do that!” Why? I mean, look at me — I’m not exactly a big advocate for cross-training (you probably guessed that after glancing at my picture at the back of this book) — so, again, why?

Because drama helps us dream about what we can be.

Drama helps us dream about what we could be: Wouldn’t it be great to be as resilient as Rocky, or as daring as James Bond, or as courageous as Jack Bauer? To be as sensitive — or as sexy or as gorgeous — as the docs on Grey’s Anatomy?

Drama helps us dream about what we could be, but comedy helps us live with who we are.

Comedy helps us live with who we are because while drama believes in man’s perfection, comedy operates secure in the knowledge of man’s imperfection: insecure, awkward, fumbling, unsure — all the core attributes of comedy — doesn’t this really describe us all? While drama might depict one of us going through a dark night of the soul, comedy sees the dark night, but also notices that, during that dark night, we’re still wearing the same robe we’ve had on for a few days and eating chunky peanut butter out of the jar while sitting and watching Judge Judy. It’s still a dark night, but one that comedy makes more bearable by helping us keep things — like our life — in perspective.

The point is that comedy sees all our flaws, and foibles, and failings, and still doesn’t hate us for them. Because to be flawed is to be human.

Comedy tells the truth. And more specifically, comedy tells the truth about people.

“There’s humor in the little things that people did. If you showed them how they looked when they did what they did, people would laugh.”

— Sid Caesar, Caesar’s Hours

Comedy tells the truth.

Comedy is the art of telling the truth about being human. Now some may balk at this juncture, pointing out that drama also tells the truth, about how noble we are or selfless or loving. But that’s not the whole truth.

The truth is: We all have flaws

We’re all stupid sometimes

We all have weaknesses

We all fuck up. . . .

Drama whitewashes some of these flaws, edits others out, glorifies a few, and justifies the rest. In drama, any flaw that would make the dramatic Hero seem coarse or ridiculous is excised out. For instance, you’ve never seen a production of Hamlet in which Hamlet farts, have you? Of course not. Because then it would be a comedy, wouldn’t it? Comedy, on the other hand, encompasses both our humanity and its inherent sins, our ridiculous lives and its deep sorrows, without rejecting either. The genius of comedy is that it loves humanity without necessarily forgiving it.

So. . . .

You know what’s true about all people?

We’re all flawed.

We get up. Go to the bathroom. We use dental floss (OK, maybe not all people. But we should). We work, eat, sleep, and then do the whole thing again the next day. Along the way, we screw up. We lie, we cheat, we blunder, we bluster. All of us screw up in a myriad of small ways every single day, while some of us manage to muck things up on a grand scale. And the ultimate screw-up, the ultimate flaw? Death, of course. We die. We all die. And death is where we begin understanding comedy. Not only comedy, of course, but all art in general.

Boris Pasternak, the Nobel Prize-winning Russian novelist and poet, once said that, “Art has two constant, two unending concerns: It always meditates on death and thus always creates life.” If we didn’t die, there’d be no art. If we lived forever, there’d be no need to paint a picture, or write a poem, because we’d figure that given all the time we have, that we’d get around to it eventually. Eventually we would see that specific meadow or mountain, or hum that tune, or think that poetic thought. But we do die, and Art is our attempt to comprehend and capture this ephemeral (to us, anyhow) reality.

It should come as no great surprise, therefore, that dramatic and comic artists would “meditate” on death very differently. The dramatic artist looks at a man’s death, and solemnly says, “A man died, how sad.” The comic artist looks at the same event and says, somewhat dryly, “Look how he lived, how ridiculous!”

Ridiculous? Isn’t that a bit callous and cruel? “Perhaps,” our comic artist replies. “But knowing he was going to die, look how he lived!”

Knowing we’re mortal, how do we live? Remember, Man is the only animal that has awareness of his own mortality.3 We humans are the only animals that have any working knowledge of our own demise, and yet given that knowledge, knowing that we’re all going to die, what do we do? Do we all sit home, weeping softly, writing haiku?

No.

We wake up each and every day and try to make our lives a little bit better. Even knowing the fact that we’re going to die, we go out and try to make the best of things, as best as we can.

I know I do. I’ll do a hundred things today, all designed to move the needle on my personal happiness meter up a tiny notch toward bliss and away from agony. For instance, this morning I woke up and used cinnamon-flavored dental floss, because, in addition to making sure that if someone should find my parched skull in two hundred years there’ll be no tell-tale plaque, it tastes nice. When I go out to do a lecture or seminar, I’ll wear my good pinstriped suit or I’ll put on my khaki pants and a clean, crisp white shirt and white sneakers (my homage to Jerry Seinfeld). It’s my seminar drag. It makes me feel good. It makes me feel like, “Great, I get to talk about comedy today!” Every decision I’ll make, either consciously or unconsciously, is made with the hope it will increase my joy or reduce my fear.

Every thing we do, we do with the hopeful (at times deluded) idea that it will improve our lives. Everything we’re wearing today, every choice we made, we made because we thought it would, even infinitesimally, make things better for us. The shirt or blouse we’re wearing today was chosen, to whatever degree, because it made us feel better, more attractive. Maybe it was comfortable. Maybe it’s our lucky shirt. Maybe it was just the least smelly one from the huge pile of clothes strewn about on the floor. No matter. Everything we do, every decision we make, is made to try to improve things, to make things easier, to make our lives better.

Will these actions, these choices, solve our ultimate problem?

No. We’re still going to die.

And yet we’ll wake up tomorrow morning and do the same things over and over again. And we’ll do the same things again the day after that. As someone once said, “We continue working in hope and good faith toward a tomorrow that may never come — and one day, it won’t. This is the human condition.”

We’re going to keep on trying to make our lives a little bit better, trying to solve our ultimate problem, despite all evidence to the contrary. That’s the truth of our lives. Comedy reflects that metaphorical truth — that even though we’re hurtling through the void, in a cold, uncaring universe, not knowing where we came from, not knowing where we’re going, even though some of us may give up hope, may despair — as a race, as a species, we try to go on. In our fumbling, bumbling human way, we try to make each and every moment in that universe as good as we possibly can, or just a little bit better than the moment before, with no real chance of ever ultimately succeeding. We’re a species that continues to get up after being knocked down, either because we’re too stupid or stubborn or hopeful to continue to stay down where it’s safe, and where we’ll all end up anyway.

It’s stupid, futile, hopeless. But no matter how hopeless we are, how pitiful, how pathetic, how wrong-headed, how selfish, how petty our solutions, it’s also wonderfully, gloriously human. And the comedian is simply the courageous man who gets up in front of a large group of strangers and admits to being human — telling the truth about himself, and others. People may be sitting in the dark, thinking “I’m a failure, I’m defeated, I’m all alone.” The comic artist goes out there and says, “Me too.” The essential gesture of the comedian is the shrug. “Hey, you’ll live. I’ve been there. That’s life. You’ll live!”

The art of comedy is the art of hope. This is the truth, the comic metaphor for our lives.

And incredibly enough, this metaphor can be expressed in an equation, which in turn can lead us to a series of usable, practical tools.

1 This will usually make the women in the audience laugh. Guys, you should know: It’s a very big laugh.

2 Before we move on from All My Children, I just have to share the end of the scene with Kendall and Aiden. It goes like this:

AIDEN

Believe you?

KENDALL

Yeah, is that so hard?

AIDEN

You’ve lied to me, you’ve shut me out, you’ve pushed

me away, and you’ve told me to give up on you!

KENDALL

Yeah but you’re still here. You chose me over international

thugs and covert warfare!

I love that line, “You chose me over international thugs and covert warfare!” But don’t tell my wife — she hates me making fun of her soap!

3 At this point sometimes, in L.A. particularly, someone in the workshop will protest “Oh no no no no, my cat Pootsie is very intuitive,” or “My dog predicted the Northridge Earthquake!” But you’ve never seen a cat take out an IRA. You’ve never seen a dog go, “That fucking gerbil! I’m taking it right out of the will!”


CHAPTER 4

THE COMIC EQUATION
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“I put instant coffee in a microwave oven and almost went back in time.”

— Steven Wright

You go on stage, do this, and get a laugh. You go on stage and do that, and no laugh. This, big laughs, that, no laughs. Do this a dozen times, you get a dozen laughs. Do that a dozen times, your understudy gets to go on in your place. My friend Brian Rose, now a big-shot professor of theater with a Ph.D., used to call this “the physics of comedy.”

And like physics, it can be expressed as an equation — an equation that can help us peer into the inner dynamics and mechanics of the art, the levers, pivot points, and fulcrums of comedy. Kind of an E=mc2 for comedy.

We start with the idea that comedy tells the truth. And the truth is that every decision we make is made to try to improve things, and even though we know that ultimately it’s doomed to failure, we’ll just keep on trying. In a way, it’s a metaphor for what it means to be human.

This metaphor — or to use the trendy term, paradigm — can be expressed as an equation for comedy:

THE COMIC EQUATION

The Comic Equation is:

Comedy is about an ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope.

Let me repeat that.

Comedy is about an ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope. When you think about it, almost all performance comedy follows this equation. No less an authority than Jerry Lewis (hey, the French love him!) has been quoted as saying that “I do not know that I have a carefully thought-out theory on exactly what makes people laugh, but the premise of all comedy is a man in trouble.” Exactly: an ordinary guy struggling with a problem bigger than himself, and not giving up.

An Ordinary Guy or Gal: Jackie Gleason used to call him a moke — a shlub, a mess, a less than perfect person. In other words, someone very much like ourselves.

Struggling Against Insurmountable Odds: And what could be more insurmountable than our own demise? Most of us struggle against our own impending mortality. In Play It Again, Sam, Woody Allen, getting ready for his big date, struggles with a bottle of talcum powder. Whatever your struggle, you know it ain’t easy.

Without Many of the Required Skills and Tools With Which To Win: We’re not perfect. We enter the struggle neither omnipotent nor omniscient, neither invulnerable, unstoppable, nor unmovable, In fact, to be honest, we’re very stoppable and movable. And yet, despite all these shortcomings, we struggle on. . . .

Yet Never Giving Up Hope: In comedy, everything we say and do is designed to make our lives, if even infinitesimally, a little bit better. No matter how outgunned or outmanned, every line our characters speak, or actions our characters take, is spoken or done in the hope of improving the situation. It may be futile, even idiotic hope, but it’s hope. This is our situation: We’re all of us living on a cinder careening through the universe, struggling against insurmountable odds, without many, if any, of the required tools with which to win, yet not giving up hope!

Remove any one of these elements and you lose or diminish the comic dynamic in the scene. For example, take one of the early Woody Allen films. Many were about neurotic New Yorkers — often complete messes physically, psychically, and emotionally — searching for love. In the films, the Hero would suffer all sorts of indignities, but while he or she kept getting knocked down, they would somehow keep getting right back up again, to live and love another day. These movies were usually funny and sometimes brilliant. This basic paradigm appears again and again in films like Annie Hall, Manhattan, Sleeper, and Love and Death.

Now think about some of his later (OK, less funny) movies, a period in which Woody was striving to emulate his cinematic idols — Bergman and Fellini — and write and direct more “meaningful” films. (Remember Woody’s comment about comedy sitting at the “children’s table”?) I remember this one film, September, because I had a number of friends who were cast as extras, and their one direction — their only direction — was to come to the set every day dressed entirely in beige. Very Upper-East Side, Banana Republic, I suppose. I wouldn’t know. I was born in Queens and lived in Hell’s Kitchen and rarely wore beige. Anyway. Did you ever see September? It’s a typical Woody Allen film: Upper middle-class New Yorkers, stuck in a Vermont summer house, struggling for love while battling their various neuroses, only this time with one critical difference — they were miserable, and they all knew it. Knew it? They wallowed in their pain. They were all aware of how wretched and doomed they were and of how tragic and pointless it all was; it was a Woody Allen film without any hope. Take away hope, and you have a drama. You have September.

This equation is not an unbreakable set of rules or a fixed method from which you can never deviate. I think you should always begin by trusting your own instincts. What follows here is, as one attendee of my workshop put it, “not a how-to manual, but a map for when one gets lost.”

So here it is again — The Comedy Equation: An ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope. Take any part of the equation away, and the comic elements in the scene are either diminished or lost. You create a dramatic, rather than comic, moment, scene, or film. Terrific, if that’s what you’ve intended. But not so hot if you’re working on a romantic comedy. Which brings us to. . . .


CHAPTER 5

INTRODUCING THE TOOLS

[image: image]

From the Comedy Equation we can begin to draw a proven set of usable, practical tools. In essence these are the Hidden Tools of Comedy. These tools are not taught in universities. You won’t find them in Story or Screenplay, in improv workshops or stand-up classes. But they are the hidden levers that can adjust the comic element in a scene, play, or film.

The tools are:

1. Winning

2. Non-Hero

3. Metaphorical Relationship

4. Positive (or Selfish) Action

5. Active Emotion

6. Straight Line/Wavy Line

And the script development tools:

7. Archetype

8. Comic Premise

We’ll go into great detail in the coming chapters as to how to recognize, understand, and apply all these tools in writing and performance. Here is a brief summary of all the Hidden Tools of Comedy:

First there’s the tool of Winning. In the equation An ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope, Winning is the idea that, in comedy, you are allowed to do whatever you think you need to do in order to win, no matter how stupid or crass or idiotic it makes you look. Comedy gives the character the permission to win. In Winning, you’re not trying to be funny, you’re just trying to get what you want, given who you are. (See Chapter 6 for the Hidden Tool of Winning.)

Next is Non-Hero. Non-Hero is the ordinary guy or gal without many of the required skills and tools with which to win. Note that we don’t say “Comic Hero,” but “Non-Hero.” Not an idiot, not an exaggerated fool, but simply somebody lacking, yet still determined to win. One result is that the more skills your character has, the less comic and the more dramatic the character is. That’s how you can shape the arc in a romantic comedy: in the romantic moments, the heretofore clumsy or obnoxious Hero becomes more sensitive, more mature. Don’t believe me? Take a look at Bill Murray in Groundhog Day. (See Chapter 7 for the Hidden Tool of Non-Hero.)

Metaphorical Relationship is the tool of perception. One of the concepts behind Metaphorical Relationship is the idea that beneath every surface relationship is a true, essential, Metaphorical Relationship. Each character perceives others around him, and the world itself, in specific, metaphorical ways. Think about the couples you know. Some fight like cats and dogs, some coo to each other like babies, and some are like business partners: “OK, I can’t have sex with you this Thursday, but if I move some things around, I might be able to squeeze coitus in on Sunday at 3 p.m., barring any further complications.” Even though they’re a married couple, their metaphorical relationship is that of nose-to-the-grindstone business partners. It’s Oscar and Felix, two middle-aged divorced roommates, acting like an old married couple. And it’s Jerry and George, sitting in the back of a police car, acting like kids: “Hey, can I play with the siren?” (See Chapter 8 for the Hidden Tool of Metaphorical Relationship.)

Positive Action, or selfish-action, is the idea that with every action your character takes, your character actually thinks it might work, no matter how stupid, foolish, or naive that may make him or her appear. The hope is that the result of the action will be positive for them (which is why it’s also called “hopeful action.”) Another benefit of Positive Action: it has the effect of taking the edge off of nasty characters such as Basil Fawlty in Fawlty Towers or Louie De Palma in Taxi. (See Chapter 9 for the Hidden Tool of Positive Action.)

Active Emotion — primarily an acting or directing tool — is the idea that whatever emotion the performer on stage or on set ACTUALLY experiences as he goes through the character’s action is the correct emotional line for the character in scene. Rather than any pre-planned “funny” reaction devised by writers, directors, or producers, the emotion that occurs naturally, simply by the actor reacting honestly and organically in the situation, is the exact right emotion to have. Active Emotion is the reason why an untrained stand-up comic with no previous acting experience can be so successful on film and TV. (See Chapter 10 for the Hidden Tool of Active Emotion.)

John Cleese once said that when they started Monty Python, they thought that comedy was the silly bits: “We used to think that comedy was watching someone do something silly . . . we came to realize that comedy was watching somebody watch somebody do something silly.” That’s the basis of the tool of Straight Line/Wavy Line.

There’s a mistaken belief that comedy is about a funny guy and a straight man who’s feeding the funny guy set-ups. But the idea of Straight Man and Comic is a false paradigm. What’s really going on is a different dynamic: it’s about someone who is blind to a problem — or creating the problem themselves — and someone else struggling with that problem. Straight Line/Wavy Line.

In “Who’s On First?” it’s obvious that Lou Costello, the short, fat, roly-poly bumbler, is the funny man of the team, whereas tall, thin, severe Bud Abbott is the “straight man.” But to simply assume that this relationship defines their comedy is to miss an essential truth — that comedy is a team effort, wherein each member of the team is contributing to the comic moment. The real dynamic is that of watcher and watched, the one who sees and the one who does not see; the one creating the problem and the one struggling with the problem.

Think of Kramer in Seinfeld. The comedy isn’t just watching Kramer behave in his typically outrageous fashion, the comedy requires Jerry or George or Elaine to watch it in bemused or bewildered amazement. The tool of Straight Line/Wavy Line recognizes this. It’s the idea that not only do we need someone, some funny person, to do something silly or create a problem, we also need someone who is acting as the audience’s representative to watch that person do something silly or struggle to solve the problem that has been created. The other character might not be as verbal, might not be doing the funny things, but because the other character is also a Non-Hero, he or she sees the problem and struggles with it, yet doesn’t have the skills to solve it. The Straight Line is blind to the problem — which he has often created himself — as though he has blinders on. The Wavy Line struggles but is unable to solve the problem. More often than not, the Wavy Line struggles to make sense of what he’s watching while Straight Line, oblivious to the Wavy Line and everyone and everything else around him, is doing something — as John Cleese would say — silly. And it’s that combination that creates the comic moment. (See Chapter 11 for the Hidden Tool of Straight Line/Wavy Line.)

Archetype focuses on the classic comic characters that have been with us for the past 3,000 years, from the earliest Greek comedies to last night’s Fox sitcom. There’s a reason why these characters — and the types and relationships they represent — have appeared, and reappeared and reappeared again and again throughout Western dramaturgy (which we’ll explain in Chapter 12: Archetypes or Commedia Tonight!).

Comic Premise is The Lie That Tells The Truth: the impossible or improbable set of circumstances, which create the dilemma that propels our protagonists through the narrative. More than simply a selling tool or log line for the movie, it’s the imagination’s prime tool in generating the story. (See Chapter 13 for Comic Premise.)

With these eight hidden tools, we can begin to unlock the secrets of comedy. In the upcoming chapters, we’ll look at how these tools can be utilized in comedy, and — whether you’re a writer, actor, director, stand-up, or just someone who enjoys a laugh — you’ll learn how to make comedy work for you.


PART II

THE HIDDEN TOOLS OF COMEDY

“I think my dad looked at kids as additions to his tool kit. Twenty-seven years ago, he walked out on the front porch and said, ‘Well, I could mow that lawn, but it’s just going to grow back again. Or I could go back to bed and gamble some sperm and make a little lawn mowing machine that will do it for the next 27 years.’”

— Bob Odenkirk


CHAPTER 6

WINNING

[image: image]

“I’m gonna tell you right now — somebody walked in here and told me I just won the lottery, I will walk out in the middle of this joke.”

— Wanda Sykes

So, let’s talk a little bit about the tool of Winning.

For those who have taken acting or writing classes, this sounds very familiar. In acting, it’s called your “action” or “through-line.” Most times, especially for actors, action is expressed as a “to” verb — to amuse, to seduce, to bully. It breaks the scene down into small bite-sized pieces, with each small action (to threaten, to soothe) leading to accomplishing a super-objective, the character’s overall goal.

Think of a sport — say, baseball. You’re up at bat, the bases are loaded, you have two strikes against you — what are you thinking about? To bully? To amuse? Most people who are playing sports aren’t thinking in those terms, they’re simply trying to win.

I prefer the term “Winning.” It’s simple; it’s direct.1 In your script, your character is trying to win something — the girl, a million dollars — something. It leads to the primary question we should be asking of our characters: “What do you want?” Many people feel that in a comedy, the character should be trying to “win” or behave in a funny way. But sometimes that not only doesn’t work, in some instances it can actually harm the comedy. Many times actors and comics will try to do the “funny” thing or the thing that they think they “should” do in that situation. But just focusing on what the character wants or needs in order to win will free the character up to do WHATEVER they have to do in order to WIN.

Comedy gives you the permission to win.

Comedy gives you the permission to win, where winning is whatever the character thinks is positive or achieves a goal for him in any given situation, the only limitation being the character’s traits or personality.

Take, for example, French farce. You know the moment when the cheating husband is nearly caught with his mistress, and has to push the mistress under the bed, then leap over the bed, vault the easy chair, and land in a seemingly innocent pose by the window seat just as his wife enters? What underlies that sequence is not a series of mini to-actions: “to seduce,” “to stampede,” “to deceive.” The sequence is built on the fact that the husband knows what wins for him, which in this case is to not get caught. He is given the permission, limited only by his character, to do WHAT HE NEEDS TO DO IN ORDER TO WIN.

THE CLASSIC PROBLEM OF THE THREE LAWYERS

In my workshops, we do an experiment: “The Classic Problem of the Three Lawyers.” For this experiment, I try to select only people who have no performing experience; I’ll ask people who have some performing experience to raise their hands, and then I’ll pick three people who didn’t raise their hands. I’ll bring them to the front of the room and explain the set-up to them: They’re three lawyers — junior associates — sitting in their conference room at their law firm, and the most important case of their careers just started five minutes ago in a courthouse four blocks away. That’s all the information they’re given.

How would you solve this problem? Seems obvious, right? Get up and leave, since you’re already late and you’re only four blocks away. In fact, you should rush right over, as fast as you possibly can, right?

Not if you’re an actor, apparently, in many of my experiments. When I conduct this experiment in acting workshops, most actors just stand up and immediately start to . . . act. They stand around and talk about it. Oh, when the scene starts, one or two might head for the exit — after all, they’re late — but one invariably will stick around, making up dialogue, talking on the phone, and when the others see that, they’ll come back and start to . . . also act. Actors are wonderfully resourceful. They invent imaginary phones and faxes, they rifle through their imaginary briefcases to find the imaginary folder that would explain their tardiness. They call for imaginary cabs and write imaginary emails to imaginary bosses on imaginary iPhones.

Because once you’re onstage, the point is to act, isn’t it?

Actually, it isn’t. The point is to tell the story. And if rushing offstage without saying a word will tell the story and therefore support the comedy, then that’s what you have to do. As the old vaudevillians used to say, “Get on, get over, and get off.”

The first tool in comedy is do what you need to do in order to “win.” In this case, the only reasonable response, if you’re an associate in a law firm, is to GET THERE! Many actors will say, “But if I’m a lawyer, I would be more composed, I should have a briefcase, I should do this, I would do that.” (This is politely known as should-ing all over yourself.)

They do everything one could ask of them, except to solve the problem! Somewhere those actors have been taught that the purpose of acting is to stand center stage and keep talking. In workshops with actors, I will let them continue to improvise, discuss, argue, and invent, until they get the idea that in order to solve the problem, they simply all have to leave the room. All the while, I’m timing them. When all the actors have run through the door, I click my stopwatch. Sometimes, especially if the actors have been deeply trained in the Method or Meisner technique, this can take several minutes, even if I’m side-coaching, “You’re five minutes late! You’re now six minutes late! Now seven minutes late!” I will wait until all three of them go through the door. There are times we’ve had to wait up to twenty minutes before the actors realize that all they have to do is leave the room.

No matter how long it takes, I’ll welcome the actors back into the room saying, “Congratulations! That was a perfectly acceptable solution to the Classic Problem of the Three Lawyers.” Let’s say it took them seven minutes to leave. I’ll then announce, “I now want you to solve the Classic Problem of the Three Lawyers, but this time, I’d simply like you to solve it in less than seven minutes.” And we’ll keep doing this until the three “lawyers” understand that they have permission to solve the problem and can literally dash out the door as soon as they hear me say “Start.” Usually, depending on the size of the room, three or four seconds is the shortest time a human being can jump up from a chair and run out. Usually. Then we add complications.

In seminars with writers, we’ll still play this game, but with a few adjustments. I’ll select three people to play the lawyers, set up the situation (three lawyers five minutes late for a courthouse that’s four blocks away) and then explain how sometimes actors don’t “get” it. I’ll tell them that for muscle memory’s sake, I’d like them to run out the door as fast as they can when I say “Start.” Even then, we might have to practice it a few times for them to understand that in order to solve the problem, they really have to race out the door.

Then the experiment really gets interesting. So we add more complications. After all, in life, nothing is simple. You’re rarely trying to do just one thing. Most of the time, you’re constantly juggling X number of balls in the air. Comedy tells the truth about life, and life is complicated.

Take me, for example: I cannot physically leave the house if there’s a dish in the sink. I don’t know what law of physics this contravenes or how it upsets the natural order of things, but I’m not allowed to leave my house if there’s a dish in the sink! I could be late. I could have to catch a plane to Australia, but if there are dishes in the sink, I must stop at the door, turn around, march to the sink, pick up the dish, rinse it, and place it in the dish rack. Then, and only then, am I allowed to leave.2 No matter how late I am, the “dish in sink rule” must be obeyed. Don’t ask me why, it just does.

The point is that we often have to accomplish a number of different things, at the same time, in order to “win.”

So I’ll now tell our three “lawyers” that they’re still five minutes late for a courthouse four blocks away for the most important case of their careers, but now I’m going to add something else — a complication — to their agenda.

I’ll give each person his or her own “task,” one at a time, and tell them to keep it secret from the other two. In my writers seminar, I’ll tell two of them to leave the room. Then I’ll tell the third in a conspiratorial voice, “OK, Carl, what the studio audience is now learning is that, I don’t know why, but for some crazy reason, you don’t want to be the first person out the door, because that guy will probably get fired. And you don’t want to be the last one out of the door either, because then you might get fired for being lazy. You want to be the second person out the door!

“OK, that’s your secret agenda. It’s a secret, so don’t tell the other two. Now go outside and have Debra come in — BUT DON’T TELL ANYONE YOUR SECRET!! It’s a secret, OK?”

When Debra walks in the door, I put my arm around her and say, “OK, now you’re a Libra, and Libras like to be balanced. So you don’t want to be the first person out of the room, because that just tilts everything too far forward. And you don’t want to be the last person out. You want to be the second person out the door!

“OK, now go out and have Elliot come in — BUT DON’T TELL ANYONE YOUR SECRET!! It’s a secret, OK?”

The seminar audience now starts to see where we’re headed. When Elliot comes in I say, “OK, now I want to give you something really good.” I turn to the room and ask, “Uh, does anyone in the audience have a good idea?” Someone will volunteer, “How about if he’s the second person to leave the room?”

“That’s a great idea!” I respond. “OK, Elliot, for some crazy reason, you’re nuts over the number two. You have two cars, two cats, two kids. You live on 222 Second Street, with your second wife. You love the number two. So, you don’t want to be the first person out the door, you don’t want to be the last person. What number do you want to be out the door?”

“Number two?”

“Right! OK.” (I point to the row of three chairs.) “Take a seat.”

Having been primed to love the number two, Elliot will take a quick glance at the row of seats and inevitably will sit in the middle chair. That always gets a laugh from the audience. Already, the comedy is coming from our understanding of a character’s wants and limitations, and watching them try to maneuver through the world given those limitations.

I’ll then bring in the remaining two players. “OK, now remember, each of you has a secret, and all of you are trying to solve the classic problem of the three lawyers. When I say ‘start,’ the most important case of your careers began in a courthouse four blocks away five minutes ago.

“Start!”

This is an experiment, and like all experiments, it doesn’t succeed every time. Sometimes I’ve unwittingly included a ham, a would-be comedian, in the group, who immediately starts talking instead of doing; i.e., solving the problem. Remember, the solution is simply to leave the room as quickly as is humanly possible. Sometimes the three “lawyers” sit still, waiting for someone else to start moving so that they can be the second person out of the room. I’ll often have to sidecoach them to not forget the other important given3 in the situation: that they’re five minutes late for the most important event of their lives. Sometimes someone gets the bright idea to simply say, “I quit.” They think that’s a clever way to sidestep the problem, but again, they’re not solving it. One time in New Zealand, I had just finished giving the instructions to the first person. As I opened the door to let the next “lawyer” in, the first one turned to me and said in a loud voice, “Hey, you’re not just going to ask all of us to be the second one to leave, are you?” As you might imagine, the experiment was not a great success that day.

But most times, the three of them will rush toward the exit, pulling up abruptly just as they get to the door — this prompts the first big laugh from the audience. This is followed by a three-part dance as they try to jockey for second place. Some groups will juke in and out, trying to head-fake one of the other players to go first. Some will become verbal, trying to convince one or the other to go through first. Meanwhile, I’m constantly side-coaching, “Comedy gives you the permission to win . . . I give you the permission to win. Do what you need to do in order to solve the problem.” Usually, one of the players gets the idea: I can do whatever I need to do in order to win! And when he (or she) realizes that, what they’ll do is pick someone up and bodily throw them through the door, following them as the second person out the door, thus winning. Also thus looking like an idiot, also thus creating comedy.

One of the best examples of this was when I was doing a workshop at DreamWorks Animation. Animators are often the performers and sometimes even the directors for each tiny sequence of animation they’re responsible for. And even though they’re amazing artists or computer programmers, these animators rarely have any comedy training, let alone any acting training. One of the animators who I picked for the Classic Problem was a very tall, lanky guy. When I said, “Start,” all of them started for the door, as per usual. Just as they got to the door, two of the animators got the same idea at the same time: if they threw the tall lanky guy out the door (he looked like a toothpick with arms and legs, so it seemed an easy bet) then all they had to do was to slip out next and they would be second. They would have won! So they pick him up, but as they try to give him the heave-ho out the door, Skinny puts one leg on one side of the door, one leg on the other side of the door, and . . . he was horizontal! The other two guys are trying their best to throw him out the door, but the more they try, the more horizontal Toothpick becomes. No training. No carefully choreographed business. Just a character — a human being wanting to win but not having the skills with which to win — creates comedy all by itself. The act of accepting the givens and trying to win led the three of them to an intricate display of lazzi4 without the benefit, or distraction, of a director or playwright.

Comedy gives your character in the narrative the permission to win. Comedy gives them the permission to do what they need to do in a moment of crisis, even if it makes them look like a bad guy or an idiot. And once they have that permission, you can stop trying to be “funny.” Funny stops being the sole reason for any action, reaction, or line of dialogue, and the comic nature of the character and situation takes preeminence. If given the permission to win, but not necessarily the guarantee of winning and not the skills to win, a character’s actions will be comedic.

In fact, trying to be funny often results in the opposite. Think of every bad comedy you’ve ever seen — those people were desperately trying to make it funny. Think of every good comedy you’ve ever seen; there were characters there who were doing stupid, silly things because that’s what they thought they needed to do to get what they want. Given who they are and all their limitations, characters act to serve their own (sometimes stupid and deluded) purposes, not the needs of the producer or the dramatist. The trick is to let the character act out his need and fear truthfully, permitting him or her any and every idiocy and idiosyncrasy in order to reach his or her goals — in order to win.

Another thing the experiment shows is that you don’t need to invent a conflict in comedy. Given the fact that human beings are involved, conflict is inevitable. Living is conflict. You don’t need to stage an argument, or have somebody pick a fight with another, or have someone have a heart attack (ALL of which have occurred in actors workshops doing the Classic Problem). Conflict comes about because any task given to a group of people is going to reveal the strains, crevices, and fault lines in the individuals and their relationships with each other. If you gave three people the same task and asked them to work in perfect harmony with each other, they couldn’t do it. At least not well. There’d be differences of opinion, misunderstandings, arguments, efforts at cross-purposes. Because conflict is inherent to the human condition. You don’t need to create problems, because a human being is going to have enough trouble doing even the simplest thing. And two human beings make it even worse. You don’t need to invent a conflict in comedy. Comedy IS conflict, because people are conflicted.

And importantly, the experiment reveals the truth. Even though the action may be ridiculous (like throwing a small woman out through a doorway), even though it’s probably something we would never attempt in reality, it reveals what we would want to do if we allowed ourselves the permission to throw off the shackles of polite society.

The most important question I ask writers, as a script consultant or as a director, more often than not is “What does the character want?” The question of what “wins” for the character is at the heart of getting past “funny” to arrive at comedy.

Viola Spolin, the godmother of improv (improv, after all, is at the heart of comedy) taught that the best approach to acting in improvisations was not to act, but simply for each person in an improv to be engaged in problem solving. Simply accepting the premise, ridiculous as it may be, and attempting to solve an unsolvable, insane problem, creates comic energy, creates a comic moment. When the three “lawyers” first get to the door and begin their choreographed dance of “Who’s going to be first?” that’s usually a comic moment. Afterwards, I’ll turn to the crowd and ask them, “So who choreographed that? Who directed it? Who wrote it?” One of the things that the Classic Problem of the Three Lawyers exercise reveals is that, in a way, you don’t need directors; you don’t even need writers. All you really need are characters who want something and are willing to do whatever it takes to get what they want, given the limitations of who they are. No matter how nutty it is, no matter how stupid it makes them look, comedy gives them the permission to win!

ANNIE HALL

An example of this is the following scene from Annie Hall. Alvy Singer and Annie Hall (Woody Allen and Diane Keaton) are waiting in line at the New Yorker theater to see a showing of what we later find out is The Sorrow and the Pity. They’re having an argument (as usual) but Alvy is distracted because behind them is this pompous guy pontificating to a girl on what is obviously a first date:

MAN IN LINE

(Loudly to his companion right behind Alvy and Annie)

We saw the Fellini film last Tuesday. It is not one of his best. It lacks a cohesive structure. You know, you get the feeling that he’s not absolutely sure what it is he wants to say. ‘Course, I’ve always felt he was essentially a-a technical film maker. Granted, La Strada was a great film. Great in its use of negative energy more than anything else. But that simple cohesive core . . .

Alvy, reacting to the man’s loud monologue, starts to get annoyed, while Annie begins to read her newspaper.

ALVY

(Overlapping the man’s speech)

I’m-I’m-I’m gonna have a stroke.

The “Man In Line” doesn’t stop:

MAN IN LINE

(Even louder now)

It’s the influence of television. Yeah, now Marshall McLuhan deals with it in terms of it being a-a high, uh, high intensity, you understand? A hot medium . . . as opposed to a . . .

ALVY

(More and more aggravated)

What I wouldn’t give for a large sock o’ horse manure.

As the “Man In Line” goes on and on, Woody Allen can’t take it any longer. He steps forward and talks directly to us:

ALVY

(Sighing and addressing the audience)

What do you do when you get stuck in a movie line with a guy like this behind you? I mean, it’s just maddening!

The man in line moves toward Alvy. Both address the audience now.

MAN IN LINE

Wait a minute, why can’t I give my opinion? It’s a free country!

ALVY

I mean, do you hafta give it so loud? I mean, aren’t you ashamed to pontificate like that? And — and the funny part of it is, M-Marshall McLuhan, you don’t know anything about Marshall McLuhan’s work!

MAN IN LINE

(Overlapping)

Wait a minute! Really? Really? I happen to teach a class at Columbia called “TV Media and Culture”! So I think that my insights into Mr. McLuhan — well, have a great deal of validity.

ALVY

Oh, do you?

MAN IN LINE

Yes.

ALVY

Well, that’s funny, because I happen to have Mr. McLuhan right here. So . . . so, here, just let me-I mean, all right. Come over here . . . a second.

Alvy gestures to the camera which follows him and the man in line to the back of the crowded lobby. He moves over to a large stand-up movie poster and pulls Marshall McLuhan from behind the poster.

MAN IN LINE

Oh.

ALVY

(To McLuhan)

Tell him.

MCLUHAN

(To the man in line)

I heard what you were saying. You know nothing of my work. You mean my whole fallacy is wrong. How you ever got to teach a course in anything is totally amazing.

ALVY

(To the camera)

Boy, if life were only like this!

Comedy gives you the permission to win. It gives you the permission, if so required, to pull Marshall McLuhan out from behind a poster just so you can win your argument. Whether it’s stopping the action in a Hope/Crosby Road movie, or stopping time in The Hudsucker Proxy, or pulling Marshall McLuhan out from behind a sign at the New Yorker theater in Annie Hall, comedy gives its characters the permission to do whatever they need to do to win, only limited by the character’s nature and personality.

Winning means you can take Debra, the “lawyer” from our Classic Problem of the Three Lawyers and, even though she’s a perfectly nice girl, physically toss her through the door if that’s what you need to win. Whether you actually win or not is not the point; trying to win is.

On a side note: When Woody Allen can’t take it any more blathering from the Man In Line, he leaves the line at the New Yorker to speak directly to us, the audience sitting in the movie theater watching Annie Hall. In doing so, he broke the “fourth wall,” the imaginary barrier that, according to Wikipedia, was at “the front of the stage in a traditional three-walled box set in a proscenium theater through which the audience sees the action of the world of the play.” It’s the “imaginary boundary between any fictional work and its audience.”

For the most part, characters don’t break the fourth wall in drama. If they did, it would transform the drama into something a bit more meta — more like a comedy. Breaking the fourth wall is a technique that has been a staple of comic performance since 5th century B.C. Athens, and is emblematic of the permission comic characters enjoy in comedy. To achieve their ends, they are allowed almost anything — including enlisting the aid and succor of the audience attending the performance. Breaking the fourth wall is the acknowledgement of both the artificiality and the reality of performance and is at the heart of the immediacy and directness of comedy.

LIAR LIAR

When characters are given the permission to win, they often come up with unlikely yet inventive ways of solving their problem. An example of this is Liar Liar.

In Liar Liar, Jim Carrey plays a lawyer, Fletcher Reede, who is, well, also a bit of a liar. Hello, he’s a lawyer! He lies for a living, and it’s helped him become rich and successful. But lying has also cost him the love of his (ex-)wife and he’s now about to lose his son. At the son’s birthday party (which Fletcher had promised to be at, but well. . .) the son wishes that his father would have to tell the truth for 24 hours. Soon, Fletcher discovers that he can no longer lie, under any circumstances — an intolerable situation if you happen to be a used car salesman, a politician or, especially, a lawyer.

In the following scene, Fletcher (Carrey) is in court defending a client, who he knows is guilty as sin, in a divorce suit. The only way he can win is if he can lie, but he can’t. He appears trapped, defeated, until:

FLETCHER

Would the Court be willing to grant me a short bathroom break?

JUDGE STEVENS

Can’t it wait?

FLETCHER

Yes, it can. But I’ve heard that if you hold it, it can damage the prostate gland, making it very difficult to get an erection!

JUDGE STEVENS

Is that true?

FLETCHER

It has to be!

JUDGE STEVENS

(frustrated)

Well, in that case, I better take a little break myself. But you get back here immediately so we can finish this.

Fletcher retreats to the bathroom, where he desperately searches for a way out of his troubles.

INT. REST ROOM - DAY

Fletcher stands before the urinal

FLETCHER

How am I going to get out of this? Think. Think.

He HITS HIS FOREHEAD in frustration

Owie!

. . .and gets a great idea!

He HITS HIMSELF AGAIN and AGAIN, SMASHES HIS HEAD INTO THE WALL, POKES HIMSELF IN THE EYES, YANKS ON HIS EARS, finally KNOCKS HIMSELF IN THE STALL, where he continues his attack. A MAN enters, hears a commotion from behind the stall door.

MAN

What the hell are you doing?

FLETCHER

I’m kicking my ass! Do you mind?

The man hurriedly leaves the room. Fletcher eventually knocks himself out.

The curse Fletcher is under traps him in an impossible situation — a situation for which he lacks the skills and tools to cope with or defeat. And yet, even given the impossibility of his situation, he never stops trying to figure out a way in which he can still win. Out of the tension between being defeated and not giving up, comedy occurs. He’s an ordinary guy, without many of the tools with which to win — yet he never gives up hope.

The most satisfying comic moment in the sequence is not the slapstick, however. It comes immediately after, as a bailiff helps the now battered Fletcher back into the courtroom. The judge begins to question him and, of course, Fletcher has to answer truthfully:

JUDGE STEVENS

Who did this?

FLETCHER

(truthfully)

A madman, Your Honor . . . A desperate fool at the end of his pitiful rope.

JUDGE STEVENS

What did he look like?

FLETCHER

(describing himself)

About five eleven, hundred eighty-five pounds, big teeth, kinda gangly.

JUDGE STEVENS

Bailiff, have the deputies search the building.

BAILIFF

Yes, sir.

A HUBBUB rises. He bangs the gavel.

JUDGE STEVENS

Order. Order! Under the circumstances, I have no choice but to recess this case until tomorrow morning at nine.

Hearing this, Fletcher pumps his fists. He’s triumphant! . . . until . . . .

JUDGE STEVENS

Unless, of course, you feel you can still proceed? Can you?

The camera PUSHES in on the now-trapped and terrified Fletcher, as he desperately struggles to avoid saying. . . .

FLETCHER

(Sobbing)

Yes . . . I can.

JUDGE STEVENS

Splendid. I admire your courage, Mr. Reede. We’ll take a short recess so that you can compose yourself, and then we’ll get started.

The biggest laugh of the sequence happens when Fletcher is forced to admit, despite every lying fiber of his being, that “Yes, [he] can” continue the case. The physical slapstick in the bathroom is just a set-up for an emotionally grounded comic moment when Fletcher, after inflicting pain and humiliation upon himself in the bathroom, is still forced to tell the truth through tears and gritted teeth. The “Yes” comes out of the tension between facing defeat, yet not giving up hope. And the physical comedy is simply the external expression of internal comic truths.

DON’T “SHOULD” ALL OVER YOURSELF

Winning means doing what you need to do, or think you need to do in order to win. What it doesn’t mean is doing what you think you should do. Many actors will say, “But if I’m a lawyer, I should be more composed, I should have a briefcase, I should do this, I should do that.” “Don’t ‘should’ all over yourself” is one of those 12-Step truisms best popularized, I think, by Al Franken’s great Saturday Night Live character Stuart Smalley. In one of Franken’s Smalley monologues, he would relate a humiliating story about himself, where he should have done this or should have done that, then stop himself with, “Listen to me. I’m should-ing all over myself” before ultimately forgiving himself by looking in the mirror and declaring, “I’m good enough, I’m smart enough, and doggonit, people like me!”

Who knows what a lawyer should be like? The lawyer that I have, he dresses in jeans, he speaks very slowly, he’s kind of a boring guy, he costs me a lot of money. You know, he doesn’t look anything like the put-together people you see on TV.

Winning relieves your characters of the obligation to do what they “should.” And by allowing your characters to win, no matter how silly or stupid or bad they might appear to be, you begin to organically create characters that are comic without trying to be funny. Alvy Singer isn’t trying to be funny when he pulls Marshall McLuhan out from behind the poster; Fletcher Reede isn’t trying to be funny when he beats himself up in a bathroom. They’re both simply trying to win.

LOGICAL, RATIONAL, AND APPROPRIATE

Nike has coined the phrase, Just Do It! That’s what the Tool of Winning is: it’s the permission to just go for it, to shuck off social and societal inhibitions and just do the thing you wish you could do, or say the rude, unspoken thought in your head. It’s Harpo Marx chasing the girl, it’s Kramer bursting through the door, it’s the slaps, pokes, and slams of The Three Stooges, it’s the “Overly-Affectionate Family” on Saturday Night Live giving each other kisses, with tongue — even Grandma!

We’ve been taught to believe that, for the most part, life is logical, rational, and appropriate, and that comedy is the exaggeration. But that’s the lie, a façade we desperately hope no one will look behind.

Let’s try this: if you’ve done something stupid or embarrassing so far this year, raise your hand. OK, that’s everyone. How about just this week? Except for coma victims or the cryogenically frozen, still that’s about everyone. How about just today? Since you’ve gotten up, have you done anything that you wouldn’t want on the front page of The New York Times, or leading off the broadcast on NBC Nightly News or The Daily Show with Jon Stewart? Because WE ALL DO SOMETHING EVERY DAY that we would want to keep behind closed doors, without anyone seeing it.

The truth is that, for much of the time, we live our lives slightly askew, constantly struggling to hide the irrational, unreasonable, and inappropriate parts of our lives away from the casual observer. Even to the close observer, we wish the reality of our ongoing, daily insanity to be hidden, a mystery to the many, a reluctantly shared secret with a few.

Just think about yourself on a first date. When you’re on a first date, do you open the door and say to the person you’re meeting, “Hi. Here’s everything you should know about me?” No, on a first date you want to put your best foot forward. You want to charm, you want them to think that you’re a nice person. And then, once they get to know and like you, then you can let them know who you really are, how crazy you are, all your little idiosyncrasies — how you alphabetize all your books by author and then by genre, how you separate the green food from the yellow food on your plate, how loudly you snore in your sleep, or your quirky habit of clipping your toenails at the breakfast table — or any of the other dozen and a half other crazy things that you do every day that you really don’t want people to know about.

The lie is that life is logical, rational, and appropriate. But comedy tells the truth; that many of us live lives that are occasionally illogical, irrational, or inappropriate, or sometimes all three simultaneously. We just hope that no one notices. And even if for the moment we are rational, logical, and appropriate, the reality we’re facing rarely is.

KEEPING IT SIMPLE: ALEX & EMMA

Winning is a simple concept. It’s so simple that it’s hard for some people to believe that such a simple thought could be a primary tool in creating comedy. Surely something as magical as comedy has to be more complicated, right? As I mentioned earlier, I once gave an actor a direction, only to be told, “I can’t do that!” “Why not?” “It’s too simple!” It wasn’t an interesting enough choice for him to make.

When working on comedy, some actors, writers, directors, and producers believe in making the “interesting” choice, to have the characters do the “funny” thing. Making choices based on finding the “funny” leads to “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?” writing. Sure, sometimes it works. (Even a broken clock is right twice a day.) But sometimes it doesn’t.

What happens when characters, rather, are guided by the principle of “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?” A case in point is a scene from the movie Alex & Emma.

I’m not sure if you saw it; not a lot of people did. It stars Luke Wilson and Kate Hudson. The premise is that Wilson’s character, Alex, owes these gamblers a hundred grand and they threaten to kill him if he doesn’t pay up in thirty days. In order to do that, he has to finish his novel to get the rest of his $125,000 advance, and in order to do that, he now has to dictate it to a stenographer (because in an earlier scene, mobsters threw his laptop out the window, which I suppose was the only laptop in New York City).

OK, that’s the set-up. The scene in which Emma (Hudson) meets Alex starts with Emma getting off a bus, looking dubious as she enters a nondescript brownstone, and we cut to her knocking on an apartment door, which our Hero, Alex, then opens.

EMMA

Sorry, um, is there possibly another Cambridge street? I’m looking for the law office of Polk, Taylor, Fillmore, Pierce and . . . Van Buren.

ALEX

That’s us! Miss. . .?

EMMA

(suspiciously)

Dinsmore. Emma Dinsmore.

ALEX

Alex Sheldon. Won’t you come in?

(pulls her arm to take her inside)

EMMA

(Pulling back)

No, I don’t believe I will. It doesn’t look like a law office. It doesn’t even look like a nice place to live.

So, who is Emma? Given her suspicious nature, the fact that she won’t even enter the apartment, let’s say she’s somewhat conservative. She comes across as a prim, proper, no-nonsense kind of gal. Alex, wanting her to come in, starts to fast-talk his way out of it.

ALEX

Our offices in the Prudential Tower, which by the way are very impressive, you know, law books, conference tables, leather, they’re being redecorated. There’s been a hold-up with the marble, something about the cutters in Carrera wanting better health benefits . . .

(Pretends to faint and falls on EMMA’s feet)

EMMA

I’m going to leave now, Mr. Sheldon.

(she hesitates)

OK, for the moment, let’s put aside the question of “What wins for Alex?” He needs to convince a stenographer to take down his entire novel in thirty days. Some may argue that if he really wants to avoid being killed by mobsters, the quickest way to accomplish that is for him to just come out and — simply, directly, and honestly — ask for her help. Others may say that that approach is too simple and straightforward — what’s funny about that? Isn’t comedy about ridiculous people doing ridiculous things, people having pies thrown in their face, stuff like that? At least fainting, or pretending to faint, which is Alex’s choice, is a clever scam and may also be funny to boot. Fine. Let’s not argue about it.

For now.

Instead, let’s focus on how Emma reacts to this weird stranger fainting on her feet. Let me ask you this: There you are, you’re a young, prim, proper, no-nonsense kind of gal. You’re a conservative stenographer who’s interviewing for a job and a guy faints at your feet. What would you do? I ask this of the women in my workshop (I’m not trying to be sexist, I’m just soliciting the female perspective), reminding them to imagine that they were this young, prim, proper, no-nonsense kind of gal.

Some answer that they would run and get the hell out of Dodge. Others say they’d try to help him, by dialing 911, or knocking on a neighbor’s apartment. A few venture that they might check his pulse, or gently nudge him with their foot to see if he’s still alive. See, he’s fallen over the threshold of his door. The threshold is an architectural feature, a strip on the floor that not only serves as the boundary of your house, but also separates your home (private) from the rest of the world (public). So if she wanted to, Emma could just kind of . . . toe him back over the threshold, so he’s back in his apartment and he’s no longer the world’s, or her, problem. Any of these solutions would make sense, wouldn’t they? And it would seem so to Emma as well, who responds:

EMMA

I’m going to leave now, Mr. Sheldon.

But having said that, she then takes this tack with the following self-justifying line:

EMMA

(she hesitates . . . then, to herself)

How can I leave with a dead lawyer lying on my foot?

Well, there’s something you probably don’t find yourself saying every day.

Here’s what you (probably) wouldn’t do if you were a prim, proper, no-nonsense kind of gal (but here’s what happens in the movie):

Emma does not run away, or call for help, or check to see if he’s OK, or poke him with the toe of her shoe, but instead grabs Alex pretty close to the family jewels, flips him over, picks up his two feet and, pulling him like a wheelbarrow, drags him back into his apartment, cracking wise the whole time:

EMMA

OK, what kind of a person would I be, huh, Mr. Sheldon?

(rolling him over onto his back)

Not a good one. Not a very good one.

(Picking up his legs and pulling him like a wheelbarrow)

Let’s get you out of the door . . . and put you into the . . . reception area!

(Continues to pull him)

Better yet, let’s put you in your conference room . . .

(pulling him toward his couch. Puts his feet up on the couch while leaving him flat on his back on the floor)

preparing for your big case. I’ll just leave you here. Mr. Sheldon? MR. SHELDON!?

You wouldn’t do this, so why would she? Well, in a way, she doesn’t. Our straight-laced Emma wouldn’t do that. To accomplish the action now required of her, Emma morphs from conservative into a kind of “kooky” character, complete with smart-aleck remarks and nutty behavior.

Because someone, somewhere, said to himself, “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?” So whose idea was it? Maybe it was the writer. Perhaps it was the director, or the producer, or the editor, or the marketing department. But it certainly wasn’t the character’s. At least, not the character who first introduced herself to us when she knocked at the door.

Now, maybe it is funny, to some people at least. But the problem is that we don’t know who she is anymore. And it’s hard to build comedy upon unrecognizable or inconsistent characters. So who is she? Uptight and straight-laced? Is she kooky? We don’t know anymore.

ALEX

(Opening his eyes)

Yeah, I’m fine. (Getting up) This only happened to me . . . one time before. Little league, championship game, I was up with the bases loaded in the bottom of the ninth, I hadn’t eaten lunch that day . . .

EMMA

I have to go.

ALEX

Please wait a second, I need your help.

(grabs her arm)

EMMA

Unhand me!

ALEX

Did you say unhand me?

EMMA

I won’t be taken advantage of.

Now she’s back to being the conservative priss — a person who’s all, “Oh, don’t touch me” and “I’m not going to come into your room.” But just two seconds earlier, she was all, “Oh, let’s get down and pull you by your legs!” Yet now it’s back to. . . .

ALEX

Ms. Dinsmore, I had no intention of . . .

EMMA

Oh, no? Then why did you ask my company to send me up here? Because you’re not fooling anyone, Mr. Sheldon — if that’s even your real name! This is clearly not the law office of Polk, Taylor, Fillmore and Pierce and Van Buren, who just so happened to have been Presidents of the United States.

ALEX

You’re right. This isn’t a law office and, yes indeed, they were Presidents.

EMMA

So what other conclusion can we draw from this, Mr. Sheldon except that you were trying to take advantage of me?

ALEX

We . . . we could also conclude that I’m a liar.

EMMA

Yes we could, and in fact, we have.

(She turns to go. He grabs her arm. And immediately releases it)

This is a call-back to the earlier moment where he grabbed her in the room and she says, “Unhand me.” But the call-back doesn’t work because it’s built on a foundation that’s not solid — an inconsistent character who is shifting wildly between moods, attitudes, and personalities from one moment to the next. You can’t build a call-back on a shaky foundation; even silly gags need to be grounded in believable characters, like Liar Liar’s Fletcher Reede and Annie Hall’s Alvy Singer. And when the audience isn’t sure that they know who the character is, they begin to suspend their suspension of disbelief.

Finally, Alex comes right out and asks for help. . . .

ALEX

I’m . . . I’m sorry. It’s just that I really need your help, Miss Dinsmore . . . You see, I’m a brilliant novelist and . . .

EMMA

Yeah, and I invented nuclear energy. Excuse me I have to go split some atoms.

ALEX

Wait . . . wait.

. . .and starts to get into action. (Just note that between the time she knocked on his door and the time he started running after her is a gap of about a minute and 48 seconds. Remember that fact.)

(Alex runs back into his apartment to fetch one of his published novels. Reading back down the stairs)

ALEX (CONT’D)

Miss Dinsmore, Miss Dinsmore, Miss Dinsmore, please try to put this behind us. I just want your stenography services, that’s all. I assure you I’m a desperate man.

EMMA

Well, I don’t intend on spending my time in the personal apartment of a desperate man. You want sex, Mr. Sheldon, you are barking up the wrong body.

ALEX

I know my veracity has been called into question but I swear to God that barking up your body is absolutely the furthest thing from my mind.

EMMA

Well, I don’t believe you.

ALEX

Right now, I can’t think of any woman I’m less interested in going to bed with. Nice meeting you.

In other words he’s saying, “F . . . you!” Now, in most situations, in most realities, this would not result in a woman thinking to herself, “F . . . me? Well, now I’m really interested in what this guy has to say for himself!” In most situations, this would not endear you to the heart of a woman. But in this movie, characters behave the way their writers want them to behave, not the way most humans behave. So, instead of Emma shooting back an “F . . . me? F . . . you!” and speeding off into the sunset, instead she turns around, goes back to Alex, and says . . . .

EMMA

What is that supposed to mean?

ALEX

Well, while I’m sure there are many men who would be thrilled to find themselves in bed with such a forthright woman as yourself, I just have different tastes, that’s all. I prefer women who are more - - - less forthright.

EMMA

Mr. Sheldon, didn’t you expect that whoever showed up would immediately find out that you weren’t a law office?

And finally, the action that Alex might have played right back at the initial knock at the door . . . .

ALEX

Miss Dinsmore, I owe some guys a hundred grand. And I gotta get it to them in 30 days. The only way I can do that is by finishing my next book. The only way I can do that is by dictating it to a stenographer.

EMMA

How much do you have left?

ALEX

All of it.

EMMA

You want to dictate an entire book to me?

ALEX

That’s right.

EMMA

In 30 days?

ALEX

Correct.

EMMA

I get $15 an hour, and I expect to be paid at the conclusion of each day.

ALEX

And I’d really like to do that, but unfortunately, I can’t.

EMMA

At the end of each week.

ALEX

At the end of the job — I get paid when I turn in the manuscript.

EMMA

And what happens if you don’t finish in 30 days?

ALEX

I’ll finish in 30 days.

EMMA

But if you don’t finish in 30 days, what happens. . .?

ALEX

I get killed.

(a beat. Emma turns and leaves.)

Now, I like that last little run, starting with Emma’s line: “Didn’t you expect . . . .” It’s kind of sweet. So even though the fainting and the wisecracking might be phony, it shouldn’t distract us from the fact that the last part plays well, right? From the time that Emma comes knocking on his door to the time that Alex starts racing down the stairs after her is only a minute and 48 seconds. I mean, a minute and 48 seconds isn’t enough to kill a movie, is it? Well, if your characters are trying to be funny for funny’s sake, as opposed to doing what they need to do in order to win, the answer is yes. If you start lying to the audience, even for a minute and 48 seconds, they’ll lose belief in the characters. And if they do lose belief, all the funny stuff in the world isn’t going to work, because comedy has to tell the truth. Even when things are ridiculous, there has to be truth involved. And when you start messing around with what’s true, with what we recognize as true, we’re not going to follow you.

Let’s get back to Alex and the tool of Winning. What wins for Alex? Getting Emma to take dictation for his book, so he can finish the manuscript, get the money, and pay the mobsters their hundred grand. So, did they need all that stuff in the beginning — the fainting and landing on her feet? It’s debatable. I mean, someone thought it would be funny and who are we to argue with a subjective, artistic decision?

But what is arguable is that Alex doesn’t need to faint, it doesn’t help him, it’s not what wins for him. What Alex should do, in fact, what he eventually does do, is to simply say:

ALEX

Miss Dinsmore, I owe some guys a hundred grand. And I gotta get it to them in 30 days. The only way I can do that is by finishing my next book. The only way I can do that is by dictating it to a stenographer.

But again, that would be too flat and simple to do it right at the beginning, correct? I mean, what’s funny about that? So they (writer? director? actor? who knows?) have Alex come up with a scam, and then, because the scam isn’t working, have him faint at her feet. Hilarity ensues. But given that Emma is conservative, what would she do? Leave, right? And again, where’s the hilarity in that? So, wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?

When Emma shows up, Alex needs to ask her to help him. What does he do instead? He spins some crazy yarn, then pretends to faint at her feet because it would be too “boring” to actually do what he needs to do. And when he does faint, of all the thousand things a woman would really do, instead Emma flips him over, picks up his feet, and drags him inside. Both characters are not being permitted to do what they need to do in order to win, but instead are made to do “something funny.”

Comedy is different from funny. Fainting may be funny — they might have killed themselves laughing when they were coming up with this — but in terms of the characters, what wins for the character? Once you stop trusting the characters to do what they need to do in order to win, you start having them behave in unbelievable ways. If the choices are hysterical, it just might not matter, and you can skate on through to the next moment. But if it’s not hysterical (and remember, funny is subjective) you risk the audience not believing in the characters.

Bill Prady, who is the Executive Producer of The Big Bang Theory, has said that he starts with the characters in a situation and then simply follows them: to see what they want to do, what they need to do. Tony Kushner (Angels in America) and Edward Albee (Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?) both say that when they write, they basically ask the character to tell them what comes next.

What these writers are telling us is to trust the characters — who they are and what they want. Give the characters the permission to do whatever they need to do in order to win, only limited by who they are and what their own personal limitations are.

Remember our three lawyers from the beginning of the chapter? They had to rush out the door in order to solve their problem. Just talking about it wasn’t going to help. Trying to run out the door in a funny way wouldn’t solve it. They need to rush out the door, they need to be second, and they only have three seconds. However they solve their problem, as long as their focus is on winning — if they figure they have to pick somebody up and throw them out the door — that will create the comedy. Their solution, their “win” creates the comedy; the comedy doesn’t create the solution.

What wins for your character? Your character is given the permission to win. But if you put in something because it would be funny instead of simply following what the character would do, you risk character behavior that’s ultimately alienating to the audience. If you follow the character, the character’s going to come up with something as good if not better than your joke or gag. Characters need to take actions which are true to who they are, and nothing else.

GROUNDHOG DAY

One of my favorite movies is Groundhog Day. For one thing, it has a great premise: a man is forced to live the same day — the weather-detecting “holiday” known as Groundhog Day — over and over and over again. For another, it’s got what’s arguably the greatest performance of Bill Murray’s career. But what makes it special for me is what it doesn’t do.

First, there isn’t any “They’ll think I’m craaaazzzy!” moment in Groundhog Day. You know that moment in some films, when something weird or unusual or supernatural has happened to our Hero, like switching bodies or waking up as a woman or growing younger or older overnight? You would think the protagonist would take some direct, straightforward action to solve the problem, like telling somebody about it, or trying to get help, or doing something. But no — instead, they’ll short-circuit that thought by declaring, “I can’t tell anyone — they’ll think I’m craaaazzzy!” And so the character goes from Reel 3 to Reel 7 saying, “I can’t tell anybody that I’m in the body of my nephew, they’ll think I’m crazy!” Until, of course, he does tell someone, and he/she believes him/her, and then they proceed to wrap the whole thing up. Roll credits. I hate those movies.

Actually, it isn’t the character that’s stopping himself. It’s usually the writer who believes that revealing the secret (switched minds/not really a woman) will lead inexorably to the climax and conclusion, thus reducing a two-hour movie to the length of a Simpsons cartoon. It’s the writers or producers who wish to elongate the struggle, not the character. Because they’re not writing from the point of view of characters — they’re writing from the point of view of writers.

That doesn’t happen in Groundhog Day. I believe the best comedies (such as Groundhog Day or Big or Tootsie) always feature characters who have the permission to try to solve their problems as quickly as they can. Story and character first, and comedy will follow.

In Groundhog Day, weatherman Phil Connors (Murray) has already repeated the same day twice already; the third time is definitely not a charm for him. In this scene, Phil immediately tries to solve his problem in a conversation with his producer, Rita.

Phil and Rita sit together at the same table they had previously. The WAITRESS approaches.

WAITRESS

More coffee, hon?

RITA

Just the check, please

(to Phil)

Now tell me why you’re too sick to work, and it better be good.

PHIL

I’m reliving the same day over and over. Groundhog Day. Today.

How could he just come out and say that? According to some, that should end the movie, right? Yet that’s true only if you don’t allow Rita to have her own perspective and self-interest, her own information and, more importantly, lack of information.

What Rita says in reply is:

RITA

I’m waiting for the punch line.

PHIL

Really. This is the third time.

RITA

I am wracking my brain, but I can’t imagine why you’d make up a stupid story like that.

Rather than effectively end the movie, her response reflects her own perspective, and from her perspective, Phil sounds crazy to her.

PHIL

I’m not making it up. I’m asking you for help!

RITA

What do you want me to do?

PHIL

I don’t know! You’re a producer, come up with something.

We might hear that line as a joke, but to Phil, it’s no joke. He’s desperately looking for help, even though his situation appears to be an absurd impossibility. His response is not a joke — from his point of view, it’s his uncertain attempt to solve his problem. The important thing is to allow the characters to try to solve their problems, even unsolvable problems, to the best of their flawed ability.

Larry enters the diner, looks around, spots Rita and makes his way over to their table.

LARRY

You guys ready? We better get going if we’re going to stay ahead of the weather.

RITA

Let’s talk about it back in Pittsburgh.

PHIL

I’m not going back to Pittsburgh.

RITA

Why not?

PHIL

Because of the blizzard.

RITA

You said that would hit Altoona.

PHIL

I know that’s what I said.

RITA

I think you need help.

I’m often interested in what dialogue isn’t there. This last line could have been the set-up for a joke — “I think you need help.” “Well I certainly don’t need _______!” Think of all the punch lines a writer might have come up with. All the witticisms. All the funny shit he could have said: “Well, I certainly don’t need an enema!” “No, what I need is a stiff drink!” But Phil doesn’t want or need to say a joke here:

PHIL

That’s what I’ve been saying, Rita. I need help.

Phil simply wants, he needs help. So when Rita says, “I think you need help,” he’s attuned to that, that’s what he’s been listening for. So his response is simple, direct, and honest. Some people might want jokes at this point — the writer, the producer, the audience. But not Phil. More important than jokes or witty banter is what wins for the character. Winning doesn’t create funny, but it helps to create the comic. It creates a scenario whereby he can be comic but he’s not under the gun to have to be funny every line.

There’s a similar moment in the next scene. We cut from the coffee shop to a doctor’s office. The doctor (played by Groundhog Day’s director/co-writer Harold Ramis) has finished examining X-rays of Phil’s head. He turns to Phil and says:

DOCTOR

No spots, no clots, no tumors, no lesions, no aneurisms . . . at least, none that I can see, Mr. Connors. If you want a CAT scan or an MRI, you are going to have to go into Pittsburgh.

PHIL

I can’t go into Pittsburgh.

DOCTOR

Why can’t you go into Pittsburgh?

PHIL

There’s a blizzard.

DOCTOR

Right. The blizzard. You know what you may need, Mr. Connors?

Seems like it could be another set-up, right? In the hands of a bad writer, it’s time for another joke. “You know what you may need?” “I don’t know, a _________?” (Fill in your own joke here.) But again, Phil doesn’t need to joke.

PHIL

(ponders this a bit)

 . . . a biopsy.

Let me tell you why I love that response. For some reason, the doctor asked Phil to come up with his own course of treatment, and Phil’s trying his best to figure it out. He doesn’t come up with a joke; he comes up with the best answer a layman can give. The comedy actually depends upon him not joking. Trying to solve his problem. If he tries to say something clever, it’s going to be one of those, “Oh, there’s going to be a witticism every line” kind of movies. But Phil gives it his best shot. Thinks about it for a second. He’s not a doctor, so he pulls something out of his ass, something he must’ve heard one time on a medical show, “Oh, hell, how should I know . . . what the hell do I need . . . I don’t know . . . a biopsy.” It’s a simple line, but in its own way it’s brilliant, because it honors the character as opposed to feeling the need to pepper the script with jokes. So when the character does and says funny things later on, we’re going to go with it, because we believe he’s a real person.

Later on that day, after a unhelpful visit with the town’s insecure psychiatrist (“I think we should meet again . . . How’s tomorrow for you?”), a depressed Phil finds himself drinking at a local bowling alley with two truckers:

PHIL is sitting at a bar in the back of a bowling alley, next to the two TRUCKERS. All three are nursing beers and shots.

PHIL

I was in the Virgin Islands once. I met a girl. We ate lobster, drank pina coladas. At sunset, we made love like sea otters. That was a pretty good day. Why couldn’t I get that day . . . over and over and over?

TRUCKER 1

You know, some guys would look at this glass, and they would say, “That glass is half empty.” Other guys would say, “That glass is half full.” I peg you as a “glass is half empty” kind of guy. Am I right?

PHIL

What would you do if you were stuck in one place and every day was exactly the same, and nothing that you did mattered?

TRUCKER 1 depressed, kicks back a shot as TRUCKER 2, thunderstruck, think about this for a beat, and then says . . .

TRUCKER 2

That sums it up for me!

What I love about that is that Phil is simply trying to solve his problem. He asks a question that’s not rhetorical but designed to get somebody to give him an answer and help him. “What would you do if you were stuck in one place, and every day was the same, and nothing you did mattered?” But instead the truck driver hears a sad commentary on his own life and glances at the other and says, “That about sums it up for me!”

Let’s digress for a second to examine that joke. It’s usually gets the biggest laugh in the sequence from audiences, but it’s not based on someone trying to say something purposefully clever or witty. It’s based upon the fact that two different people are seeing the same thing from different perspectives and reacting honestly to both. Greg Dean, in his great book called Step by Step to Stand-Up, talks about the fact that joke writing is based partly on the same object seen from two different perspectives. Characters perceive things through their own fractured lens, their own filter. So while one guy is describing the metaphysical phenomenon that he’s going through, the others react to the painfully accurate description of their lives. The joke is built on character, not wordplay. It’s a joke that’s not a joke. (We’ll be talking more about jokes and joke construction in Chapter 14.)

At every point in this scene, from the minute that he discovers and realizes it’s really happening, Phil tries to solve his problem. He’s looking for an answer. He’s trying to win.

In the next scene, we see Phil driving the inebriated truckers, all now BFFs, home. Still chewing over his problem, he turns to them and poses a question:

PHIL driving, with TRUCKERS in front seat beside him.

PHIL

Let me ask you guys a question.

TRUCKER 1

Shoot.

PHIL

What if there were no tomorrow?

TRUCKER 1

No tomorrow? That would mean there would be no consequences. There would be no hangovers. We could do whatever we wanted!

PHIL

That’s true. We could do whatever we want.

PHIL swerves the wheel into a street corner, hitting mailbox, kiosks, garbage cans etc.

TRUCKER 1

If we wanted to hit mailboxes, we could let Ralph drive!

Phil’s question is not rhetorical; he’s looking for an answer, any answer. And even though we can see from our perspective that the answer he gets may be a stupid idea and isn’t really going to help, he’s open to what seems like a viable solution, one that might possibly win for him. It’s what he’s been listening for. He asks real questions, looking for real answers, and when he thinks he’s heard something that could help, he immediately puts it into action. He’s constantly looking to solve his problem.

A parked COP CAR starts its engines, siren blaring.

TRUCKER 1

I think they want you to stop.

PHIL

Hang on.

PHIL executes a tricky three-point turn-swerve, and starts driving backwards fleeing from the police. Several police cars have now taken up the chase.

PHIL

It’s the same thing your whole life: “Clean up your room.” “Stand up straight.” “Pick up your feet.” “Take it like a man.” “Be nice to your sister.” “Don’t mix beer and wine . . . ever!” Oh and “Don’t drive on the railroad tracks.”

At this, PHIL has indeed driven right up onto the railroad tracks

TRUCKER 1

(now totally wide awake)

Phil, that’s one I happen to agree with.

In Groundhog Day, Phil is allowed to try to solve his problem as best he can. The fact that he can’t or that his solutions are sometimes skewed is only because he’s a Non-Hero.

1 I found out as a director, simple is not so easy to do. An actor once refused to take a direction, telling me, “I can’t do that, it’s too simple — it’s not an interesting enough choice!”

2 One time, my wife and I were on the way to a wedding, and I’m in a tuxedo on the floor of my car with a little hand vacuum cleaner because my wife thought there were too many crumbs on the floor. I said, “Who’s going to see it?” “The valets!” So even though we were rushing to a wedding, there I was, in my tux, on my hands and knees, vacuuming out the floor of my car.

3 Given, an improv term: The given circumstances in an improv, sketch, or scene.

4 Lazzi, Commedia term: a piece of business, gag, shtick.


CHAPTER 7

NON-HERO

[image: image]

“I always wanted to be the last guy on earth, just to see if all those women were lying to me.”

— Ronnie Shakes

If we’re going to talk about Non-Hero, first let’s talk about Hero. So what’s a Hero?

A Hero is probably a guy like Charles Bronson.

Charles Bronson? Death Wish? The Great Escape? OK, I know I’m showing my age here, but when I was growing up, Charles Bronson was the ultimate Hero. Craggy faced, stoic, just the kind of brute that you’d want on your side in a fight. So imagine this scenario:

Charles Bronson in a room with twelve guys with guns. Who wins?

Bronson, right? But why?

Just because he’s the Hero? What, is he wearing a name-tag, “Hi, I’m the Hero,” and when he walks in the room everyone else just drops dead? No, he’s the Hero because the writers and producers have given his character EVERY SKILL NECESSARY TO WIN (and even some that aren’t necessary, but simply look good on the résumé). He’s the best shot, the best with weapons, the best strategist, the best tactician, the best marksman, the best at dealing with pain (shoot a bad guy in the shoulder, he’s down for the count; shoot Bronson in the forehead, Bronson just slaps on a Band-Aid and keeps on ticking). He’s even psychic! Bronson walks into a room as a terrorist jumps up from a trashcan behind him with an Uzi. But before the bad guy can get off a shot, Bronson wheels around and plugs him right between his eyes! How did he even know the guy was there? Do you know what would happen to me if I walked into a room and a guy with an Uzi jumped out from a trashcan? I’d die from the infarction first.

Now, put Woody Allen in a room with twelve guys with guns. Already, you’re chuckling to yourself at this ridiculous image. Why? Because Woody has almost no skills to deal with that situation (except maybe his wit) — he’s a physical coward, he’s no good with guns, he’s no good at tolerating pain, yet despite that total lack of applicable skills, HE DOESN’T GIVE UP! “Gee guys, don’t shoot me! I’m a bleeder! It’ll ruin the rug!” (Or maybe Ben Stiller would be funnier to you in that situation? Or Seth Rogan? Or Tina Fey? Kristen Wiig?) An ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope.

And look at the power of the Non-Hero! All you have to say is Woody or Ben or Tina is in a room with twelve guys with guns and people start to laugh, and you haven’t written one joke or come up with one funny bit. There’s no dialogue, no logline, no title. All you have is a recognizable character, a situation, and you’ve already got comedy.

EXPERTS

To demonstrate this tool, let’s do another experiment. Two workshop participants are asked to come up and play an improv game called “Experts.” (Actually “ask” is probably misleading. I’ll point to two people and thank them for “volunteering,” usually an attractive actress and a big burly guy who looks like he wouldn’t sue me if the experiment goes awry. You’ll understand why in a moment.)

I’ll explain to them that they are on a new talk show. I’ll tell the young woman (let’s call her “Annie”) that she’s the host of this new talk show (we’ll call it Good Morning, Annie), and I’ll tell the man (let’s call him “Eric”) that he’s an expert on any subject of his choice. I’ll tell him that in this game he has to follow two rules: he must answer the question, and once the interview starts, he cannot leave. I’ll then ask Eric to go outside while I give Annie some additional information. When Eric leaves, I tell Annie, “OK, every time Eric says a word that includes a ‘K’ sound in it, anywhere in the word (“computer,” “sickle,” “lick”), I want you to hit him on the forehead.”

Wait, I know what you’re thinking: “Sure, it’s fun to see a burly guy get slapped in the head a few times by an attractive woman, but what’s that got to do with comedy?”

Actually, quite a lot.

Before we ask Eric to come back into the room, I’ll practice a bit with Annie, because believe it or not, some women will shy away from striking a stranger in the head (in my experience, they usually have to get to know you first). I’ll have Annie ask me a question, and then answer with any word that contains the “K” sound. At first, most participants will invariably just give you a light tap on the head. That won’t do for any number of reasons, the primary one being the Comedy Equation: An ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope. For the experiment to work, it can’t be an “almost” or pretend slap, it’s got to be a distraction — it’s got to be a problem. It has to sound like it should hurt, even if it doesn’t.

I tell Annie to smack me, so there’s a crisp, clean “smack” sound. (This dates back to the jesters and clowns of the medieval Festival, and before that all the way back to the early Greeks, where the clown would have a bat, and the comic business would be that the clown or jester would hit someone with the stick or bat. The stick was hollowed in the middle so that what actually struck you was a light piece of wood, causing no pain, but the second piece of wood would hit the first piece, making a big sound. It was literally a slap-stick. Slapstick.)

If you don’t hear the smack, it just doesn’t work as well, because there’s no danger and therefore no struggle. But if it’s too violent, it doesn’t work because the situation has lost hope: the interviewer is no longer just a strange idiot, now she’s a truly dangerous person, and now the audience is concerned that Eric won’t be all right in the end, but that he might actually be hurt as a result of this theater game. So the smack on the forehead has to be loud enough to startle both Eric and the audience, but not so vicious as to make us afraid for Eric’s well-being.

I tell Annie that when she hits Eric, “You don’t have to justify, you don’t have to explain it. Just act like it’s never even happened and go ahead and simply ask him another question. As soon as you hear another ‘K’ sound, slap him again.” We practice until Annie can make a good clean loud smacking sound without giving me brain damage or taking an eye out. (I wisely ask her to take off all her rings.) Now we’re ready to have Eric return.

When he comes back in, I seat him and Annie on stools at the front of the room. I tell the audience that they are now the audience for a new talk show, Good Morning, Annie. “Welcome to Good Morning Annie!” I announce, as our pretend audience applauds.

ANNIE: Welcome to the show.

ERIC: Good morning, Annie.

ANNIE: So what kind of technology are you an expert in?

ERIC: Computers.

Annie abruptly slaps Eric on the forehead.

The audience often laughs here. But let’s move on.

ANNIE (without missing a beat): So, what kind of computers do you work on?

ERIC: Macs.

Annie again slaps Eric on the forehead.

ANNIE: No PCs?

ERIC (a little wary at this point): Macs.

Annie again slaps Eric on the forehead.

Again, the audience laughs. Eric has gone from being shocked to just a little confused.

ANNIE: So Eric, which computer would you suggest we buy?

At this point I’ll side-coach:

STEVE: Eric, let me just tell you one thing: It’s something you’re doing.

ERIC (Looks back to Annie, starts to speak, then stops, hesitates): New? (Begins to flinch from a slap that doesn’t come)

And the audience laughs again. But not at the slap, because this time there is no slap. This time, the comedy comes from Eric trying to figure out the trigger, a practically insoluble problem. Watching his attempts to anticipate the slaps, to grope for a solution, is just as comic, if not more so, than his actually getting slapped. Eric represents the perfect embodiment of the equation: struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet NEVER GIVING UP HOPE!

There are some times when this experiment doesn’t work, times when the person being hit simply asks “Why are you hitting me?” or when the person, thinking it’s just a “comedy” exercise, simply ignores the slaps. Both cases involve a lack of struggle — without struggle there is no comedy. By the same token, if he simply avoids the slaps or accurately describes the problem — “Hey, you’re hitting me” — that indicates the skill of perception. Give a character too many skills, it makes him a Hero.

I want to emphasize that it’s not about the hitting. Eric has to solve an unsolvable problem: he’s trying to be interviewed while getting repeatedly slapped by his interviewer at seemingly random moments. Someone trying to solve a problem that he or she doesn’t know how to solve, without giving up hope — that creates comedy. It’s the action in the face of the not-knowing. The more he tries to solve the problem, without the proper skills or tools, the more comic it is — whether she hits him or not. Just his unspoken thought, “What am I doing that’s making her hit me?” creates a comic moment. This exercise reinforces the idea that it’s not jokes or sight-gags or slapstick that create comedy, it’s watching a character struggle (without the knowledge that we in the audience often have) while trying to solve unsolvable problems. And because the characters are Non-Heroes, the unsolvable problems don’t have to be all that difficult. They’re just difficult for Non-Heroes like, say, George Costanza of Seinfeld.

GEORGE COSTANZA MAKES A POINT

In Robert McKee’s seminal book Story, he has a small section devoted to comedy. In there, he states that, “Comedy allows the writer to halt Narrative Drive. . . and interpolate into the telling a scene with no story purpose. It’s just there for the yucks.” In other words, comedy is the interruption of the narrative to do something funny. Now, everyone acknowledges McKee’s enormous contribution to film studies, but here I have to disagree with him. I don’t believe that comedy is an interruption.

Let’s take a look at this following scene from Seinfeld.1 Jerry and George are sitting in the diner, and George is about to make a point:

INT. Restaurant - day

Jerry and George are sitting at their usual table.

JERRY

And I’ll tell you what. You don’t have to pay me back the thirty-five I gave to the chiropractor for the rest of your bill.

GEORGE

You paid that crook?!

JERRY

I had to.

GEORGE

He didn’t do anything, Jerry. It’s a scam!

Who told you to do that?

JERRY

It was embarrassing to me.

GEORGE

Oh! I was trying to make a point!

JERRY

Why don’t you make a point with your own doctor?

GEORGE

You don’t . . .

(mouth open, starts coughing)

JERRY

What’s wrong?

GEORGE

I think I swallowed a fly.

JERRY

Oh God.

George stands up in a panic, shaking his hands.

GEORGE

I swallowed a fly. What do I do?

He turns to a man sitting at the counter.

GEORGE (CONT’D)

What can happen?

Jerry is shaking his head in utter disbelief.

Robert McKee sees this as an interruption of the narrative. But I see it differently: Comedy is not the interruption of the narrative for yucks. Comedy is what occurs as characters go through the narrative. Because they’re Non-Heroes, they muck up, they mess about, things go wrong. Comedy is what happens to the character as they’re trying to get what they want. George is an idiot — he can’t even have a conversation with Jerry without something stupid happening to him, like swallowing a fly and then not knowing what to do about it. If he knew what to do about it, if he could easily, effortlessly, just get rid of it and move on, that would make him a Hero. That would show that he’s got skills. The more skills you give your character, the less comic the character is. The fewer skills you give your character, the more comic he/she is.

In the above scene, I contend that we haven’t interrupted the narrative. George’s bewilderment and behavior is the narrative — the natural occurrence of what takes place as characters with all their flaws and foibles attempt to wend their way through life. And George is not the only one with a problem in this scene; Jerry has a problem too. What’s Jerry’s problem? George! He’s known George his whole life and he’s still astonished at the length and breadth of his friend’s stupidity. So even though George is the idiot, Jerry’s still the poor shmuck who’s friends with George. They’re both Non-Heroes.

NON-HERO

In drama, you have the Hero: a character who thinks he can where others think he can’t, and then overcomes obstacles to finally succeed or tragically fall short. In comedy, you have the Non-Hero: a character who’s pretty sure he can’t, but tries anyway.

A Hero is someone who has many of the skills and tools required for that moment or sequence: the fighting ability of Jason Bourne, the cool of James Bond, the “Force” of Luke Skywalker. A Non-Hero, on the other hand, lacks many of the required skills and tools needed to win. As Trevor Mayes (a writer who had taken the comedy seminar) noted, the “characters in Tropic Thunder had zero actual skills to survive in the jungle. Whereas Schwarzenegger and his team in Predator were army commandos. Paul Blart was just a mall cop, who had difficulty detaining an old man in a wheelchair. Whereas John McClane in Die Hard was a trained police officer with a gun.” While Non-Heroes may possess some skills (the wit of Woody Allen, the snarkiness of Bill Murray) it’s always combined with a greater lack of more essential skills: Allen is a coward, and Murray is often craven.

In this definition of a “Hero,” you don’t necessarily need to do something heroic or extraordinary. Simply behaving appropriately is, in many ways, a skill. Doing what you should do, knowing what is the appropriate thing to do, is a skill many comic characters lack. The Comic Hero does not know what to do, and his actions are often ill-advised and inappropriate, albeit with all the best of intentions (hope). Accurately seeing something, and behaving appropriately afterwards, is Hero, or skilled, behavior.

I use the term “Non-Hero” as opposed to “Comic Hero,” because we’re not talking about someone who is ridiculous or clownish, doing something silly or funny simply for the sake of doing something silly or funny, although that kind of acting is rife in bad comedy movies or sitcoms. Successful comic characters have to act the way they do because it’s simply in their nature to do so, and they lack the skills and tools to do otherwise. Faced with a room full of guns, Ben Stiller isn’t choosing to act funny. Given that he lacks the skills to overcome the bad guys with martial arts or brute strength, and that he’s too stubborn or stupid or scared to give up, he inexpertly attempts to solve the problem. Even without the skills and tools, he’s still going to try to do his best to win, whatever “winning” means for his character. The whole point of the Non-Hero lies not in the funny stuff you’re going to have him do, but in the fact that he’s going to try his best to overcome whatever obstacle he has facing him despite the fact that he lacks essential skills necessary to the task. Comedy is the by-product of the character’s actions; it may be the author’s intention to make you laugh, but it’s not the character’s intention.

ILLOGICAL, IRRATIONAL, INAPPROPRIATE

But it’s not simply a character with flaws or who makes mistakes that creates Non-Heroes. Take a look at almost any soap opera scene. Even when the behavior is extreme — e.g., adultery, murder, and deceit, the staples of daytime drama — the performers are portraying these flaws logically, rationally, appropriately. The actors in soaps rarely act in a way that would tend to mock the characters. No matter what their flaws, they’re presented in ways that usually justify — to some extent — unjustifiable behavior.

But life is rarely logical. As noted in the previous chapters, the lie is that life is logical, rational, and appropriate. Comedy tells the truth that our lives and our behaviors are often illogical, irrational, or inappropriate, or sometimes all three simultaneously. We’re just hoping that no one notices. The point is that just giving your character defects and flaws is not sufficient if you also justify the behavior to make it seem a little more appropriate, a little less irrational. Mel Brooks once said that if you’re writing a character who fidgets, don’t let it be because he’s left the tag from the dry cleaner on the inside collar of his shirt. In other words, if he’s nervous, let that be an integral part of his character (like the computer genius in Ocean’s Eleven or Gene Wilder’s meek accountant in The Producers), as opposed to some outside circumstance that explains and rationalizes otherwise outrageous behavior. If you tell the truth about your characters, if you allow them to be human like the rest of us, you’ll see that they’re Non-Heroes — that is, street-rat crazy just like the rest of us.

We go back to the equation — a Non-Hero is an ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope.

Who would keep on trying if they knew that ultimately they couldn’t win? No one! So the Comic Hero doesn’t know. The Non-Hero can’t know!

DON’T KNOW

“The final insult to all common sense was delivered by Heisenberg and Schrödinger’s quantum theory, which decreed that the position and velocity of an individual particle cannot be completely specified, even in principle. As a result one cannot predict with certainty the future position and velocity of a particle; such predictions can be done only in terms of probability, which apply only to the average behavior of a large number of particles. In short, the world hovers in a state of uncertainty.”

— Alan Lightman, physicist, Introduction to Flatland

A basic fault that I find in a lot of comedies is that characters simply know too much. If Woody Allen had any sense in his movies, if he realized that he lacked the skills to win, he’d quit or despair. So the Non-Hero CAN’T KNOW. The more he knows, the less comic he will be. Knowing is a skill. And when you create a character that has skills, you’ve created a Hero. A Hero isn’t necessarily somebody who slays a dragon. A Hero can be anyone who has skills and aptitudes. That makes characters into “Heroes,” and a Hero increases the dramatic elements in a scene. Knowing is a skill. At times, the formula is simple: Non-Heroes don’t know.

Take our soap opera characters from the previous chapters:

KENDALL

Did you miss me that much?

She stands.

AIDEN

(turning away, trying to hide the pain inside)

I thought I saw someone following you out at the airport about Canbias.

KENDALL

Then you really did come back for me . . .

Aiden moves toward her, pauses. With great feeling:

AIDEN

Yeah.

KENDALL

(rising, moves to stand in front of him)

Aiden, I did not kill Michael.

Pause.

AIDEN

(staring right into her eyes)

And I should just believe you?

The question Aiden asks is for the most part rhetorical. He’s not so much asking whether he should believe her or not, but that he’s telling her that her past behavior hasn’t earned his trust. He knows about her past. And he knows he knows. He’s not confused, he’s not bewildered, he’s not perplexed, he’s not befuddled. He’s not dumb enough to not know something’s up. He knows so much. He knows to be on his guard. He asks a question without wanting to know the answer. Knowing the answer is not important. What he’s really trying to communicate is, “You’ve hurt me in the past. I’m suffering, but I’m strong. I can take it.” Strong, sensitive, resolute — he’s a Hero, and the scene is more dramatic because of it.

Remember, your characters don’t know shit because, for the most part, you don’t know shit. Knowing, the skill of knowing, is a lie — and comedy tells the truth. The truth is that none of us knows what’s going to happen in the next five minutes. I mean, for all we know, a meteor is at this very moment streaking to earth just as you’re reading this book, and it’s about to crash through the ceiling of wherever you are and immolate . . . someone sitting next to you. Poor guy, just sitting there!

Now, we hope a meteor won’t hit him (but better him than us, right?). We guess it won’t. Is it likely to happen? No. Do we hope it doesn’t happen? Yes. But can we be 100% CERTAIN that it won’t happen? No.

The truth of our existence on this planet is that we live every five seconds of our lives in hopes and guesses. We hope it doesn’t happen; we guess it won’t. But we don’t know for sure. That uncertainty, and the confusion or insecurity or bewilderment that uncertainty brings, creates comic moments. The point is that, just like you, your characters lack information, which means they have to spend more of their time figuring things out than saying funny things about them.

In drama, many characters know things for certain. As I said, knowing is a skill. Let’s imagine our soap characters for a second:

Scene: An elegant restaurant. Table for two.

KENDALL

Aiden . . . .

(dramatic pause)

I’m leaving you.

AIDEN

(staring at her intensely)

For Lance, right?

In a soap, if a character is faced with disturbing news — they might be hurt, they might be upset. But they’re hardly ever dum-founded or flummoxed. That’s a skill. Now, let’s replace Aiden with Joey from Friends.

Scene: An elegant restaurant. Table for two.

KENDALL

Joey . . .

(dramatic pause)

I’m leaving you.

JOEY

(staring at her intensely. A pause, then. . .)

Are you going to finish those fries?

Doubt is comedy. Not knowing leads to confused, and in Joey’s case, idiotic behavior. In a comedy, the Non-Hero doesn’t know, so he can still hope for the best. But it comes from the character being a beat behind what many people, including the audience, have already figured out. For instance, a “double take” is a great example of “don’t know.” A person with skills can look at one thing once and know what it is, but a Non-Hero has to look twice or three times and work harder to understand what the Hero perceives at first glance.

Another example: consider Cary Grant. When you think about Cary Grant, what kind of adjectives come to mind? Debonair, sophisticated, suave? In my workshops, I show a clip from Arsenic and Old Lace in which Cary Grant plays Mortimer Brewster, a theater critic, who’s visiting his dotty old aunts in Brooklyn. He’s recalling a bad murder mystery he’s recently reviewed when he happens to find a dead body in the window seat.

INT. ABBY AND MARTHA BREWSTER’S HOUSE

Mortimer walks over to the window seat and opens it.

MORTIMER

When the curtain goes up the first thing you see is a dead body.

He closes it, walks away.

MORTIMER (CONT’D)

The next thing you see . . .

He turns back toward the window seat in shock at what he’s just seen. He opens it quickly to get another look, SLAMS the lid down and sits on it. He looks down at it in shock and then around the room confused. He looks back at it. He gets off the seat, squats down and has another look.

MORTIMER (CONT’D)

Hey Mister.

He closes it and looks away, confused. Not knowing what to do, he sits on it again. He looks toward the main room again, BEWILDERED, then back down at the seat, while still sitting on it. It has now sunk in that there is a dead man in the window seat.

Suave? Debonair? Dashing? Take away knowing from Cary Grant, and you end up with a doofus not very far from George Costanza. A Non-Hero, desperately trying to win without the tools to win. If he had the tools, he’d be James Bond, Jason Bourne, or Neo from The Matrix. Without the tools, he’s Woody Allen, Ben Stiller; he’s Jonah Hill or Seth Rogan, Will Farrell or Zach Galifianakis.
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Cary Grant in Arsenic and Old Lace.

Even a very bright character — a genius like Leonard in The Big Bang Theory — is, at the very least, a person who always finds himself perplexed and confused by his roommate, Sheldon. In comedy, characters act on imperfect knowledge, so even if they think they know, they don’t know. The ability to let yourself “not-know” or be confused is one of the great skills in playing comedy.

One benefit of writing or playing “don’t know” is that it absolves the character of the obligation to be funny. Simply lacking the skill of knowing will lead to comic moments, such as Andy (Steve Carrell) trying to bluff his way through sex-talk in The 40 Year Old Virgin or Josh waking up as a thirty-year-old man (Tom Hanks) in Big. A Non-Hero doesn’t need to try to be funny — just to not know.

Not knowing leads to the most important moments in a comedy. These are not the big slapstick bits — they’re the moments of discovery and realization. Primal moments. Where characters see something for the first time or begin to really see themselves. They realize something. They perceive something. You could actually say that comedy is built on the rods and cones in a character’s eyes.

Those moments, what the Greeks called anagnorisis, or recognition, are important because they help us to believe in the reality of the characters. Unless you believe in the character, you don’t care if they get hit over the head with a mackerel. But when you do care about the character, then getting hit in the face with a mackerel means something. The more we as an audience connect with those characters, the more we’re willing to go with them on their wild flights of comic fancy. The moments of discovery aren’t the dramatic relief in the comedy, it’s what supports the comedy.

One time I was doing a workshop at an animation company and they thought it would be cool if I took a look at a story reel of an upcoming feature. I can’t tell you which movie it was, other than to say that it involved a bear-like creature2 who dreams of becoming a great martial artist. It was the scene in which the Hero climbs this huge mountain to get into the big stadium to see the Furious Five compete. He tries to get in several times, but is defeated each time. The attempts are a series of funny set-ups and schemes that always backfire (only one of which was laugh-out-loud funny, in my opinion). My only comment was, “Has he ever been here before?” The answer was no. “So how does he know where to go? How does he know where the entrance is? How does he know what to do? He’s spending little time trying to figure things out, trying to get his bearings, and realizing that it’s closed.” When they put the final version together, they had taken out some of the funny stuff and added more character behavior. It made the funny stuff funnier, because just being loud and silly isn’t enough.

Look at your script — ask yourself: Why should the character know so much? I know why you know so much — you wrote the damn thing. But why does the character know?

Take for example the scene from Groundhog Day in which Phil goes to the psychologist. In this early draft, the psychologist suggests setting up another appointment.

PHIL is lying on a couch in PSYCHOLOGIST’S office.

PSYCHOLOGIST

(not too confident)

That’s kind of an unusual problem, Mr. Connors. Most of my work is with couples and families.

PHIL

Yeah, but you’re still a psychologist. You must have had some course in school that covered this kind of thing.

PSYCHOLOGIST

Sort of, I guess. Abnormal Psychology.

PHIL

So based on that what would you say?

PSYCHOLOGIST

(hesitant)

I’d say that maybe you’re — I don’t know — a little delusional.

PHIL

You’re saying this thing is not really happening to me?

PSYCHOLOGIST

Uh-huh.

PHIL

Then how do I know this conversation is really happening?

PSYCHOLOGIST

I guess you don’t.

PHIL

Then forget about me paying you.

Not only does that joke not “win” for Phil, it shows that he knows too much. He’s desperate to get out of this time warp, he’s desperate for someone to help him — so why is he joking around? Only if he knew that the psychologist wasn’t going to help him would he feel free to blow the shrink off with a joke. The scene continues:

A discreet little alarm sounds.

PSYCHOLOGIST

(relieved)

I’m afraid that’s all the time we have, Mr. Connors.

PHIL

Wait! Are you saying I’m crazy?

PSYCHOLOGIST

(humoring him)

Not necessarily. If it concerns you we should schedule our next session as soon as possible. How’s tomorrow for you?

Phil glowers at him.

Immediately, Phil realizes the futility of that suggestion. And realizing things immediately is the mark of a Hero. Contrast this earlier draft with the scene from the completed film:

PHIL is lying on a couch in PSYCHOLOGIST’S office holding a pillow over his face.

PSYCHOLOGIST

(not too confident)

That’s an unusual problem, Mr. Connors. Most of my work is with couples, families.

(with no small amount of pride)

I have an alcoholic now.

PHIL

(removing the pillow)

You went to college, right? It wasn’t veterinary psychology, was it? Didn’t you take some kind of course that covered this stuff?

PSYCHOLOGIST

Yeah, sort of, I guess. Uh . . . Abnormal Psychology.

PHIL

So . . . what do I do?

PSYCHOLOGIST

I think we should meet again!

PHIL nods OK.

PSYCHOLOGIST (CONT’D)

How’s tomorrow for you?

As it sinks in that he CAN’T meet “tomorrow,” PHIL covers his face with the pillow again and begins hitting himself in the head.

PSYCHOLOGIST (CONT’D)

Is that not OK?

For the joke to work, Phil’s got to momentarily forget there is no tomorrow when the psychologist suggests that they meet again. For that moment, this very bright, intelligent, articulate man has to “not know.” If he knows too much, that joke is lost. In your scripts, take out dialogue and action that shows your characters “know too much.”

SKILLS, LACK OF

“We seem to assume that the more perfect we appear — the more flawless — the more we will be loved. Actually, the reverse is more apt to be true. The more willing we are to admit our weaknesses as human beings, the more lovable we are.”

— Everett Shostrom, Man The Manipulator

What makes a character a Non-Hero is that they lack skills, such as “knowing.” They’re confused; they make mistakes and missteps and miscalculations and poor decisions, all the while hoping for the best. The more they “know” and can point fingers at those who made mistakes, the more of a Hero they are. The more they “don’t know” the more vulnerable they are, and therefore more comic.

If lacking skills creates comedy in a narrative, what’s the effect of a character having skills, or adding skills to a Non-Hero? You can increase or decrease the dramatic and comedic elements in the scene by adding or subtracting skills. By allowing a heretofore oblivious character to gradually become aware of his shortcomings, you can change a comic moment to a serious, sad, or romantic one. When you want to add drama and pathos, give a character more skills.

In Dodgeball: A True Underdog Story, Peter La Fleur (Vince Vaughan) is all bluster and braggadocio. About three-quarters of the way through the movie, it appears that he has sold out his team to Ben Stiller’s villain. We see Peter sitting at a bar at the airport, aware of his failings and his lack of character. It creates a moving, even emotional, moment in what has been, up until then, a smartly silly romp.

In a romantic comedy, your characters start off with very few skills, or they’re jerks like Phil Connors in Groundhog Day. To bring the romance into the rom-com, you start to give your main character, whether it’s Bill Murray’s Phil, or Sandra Bullock’s Lucy in While You Were Sleeping, some skills. For instance, you have Phil, who in Groundhog Day starts off as a kind of an egotistical jerk, all of a sudden becoming sensitive, sincere, loving — and the scene becomes romantic. You want to create drama? Give your character some skills. Comedy? Take some skills away.

It’s also how you can add comedy to a dramatic story: Introduce a Non-Hero character into the scene, or take skills away momentarily from the Hero. This technique can also be employed in thrillers and action movies. An example of this was the great ‘80s action film Die Hard. Soon after the bad guys take over the building, there’s a scene up in the penthouse. As John McClane (Bruce Willis) hides under a table, we see the head evil guy, Hans Gruber (Alan Rickman), shoot the Japanese CEO. At that point, the camera zooms in on McClane hiding under that table. And what’s his reaction? Steely resolve? Vengeful determination? No, he’s bewildered. He’s shocked. He can’t believe it. Oh my God! That kind of Non-Heroic behavior was a revelation, because audiences were used to Action Heroes like those played by Charles Bronson and Clint Eastwood — stoic, intense, determined, strong, and intelligent. This was one of the first times we got to see somebody who looked a little nonplused when they saw a murder happen. So — Non-Hero.

And immediately, the result was that it drew us to him. He’s vulnerable, he’s just like us. He’s just an “Everyman.” As John Vorhaus has pointed out, “a willingness to fail is one of the most important tools in comedy. In addition, it’s that “very lack of perfection” that allows audiences to identify with these Non-Heroic characters.

But then, as the action movie progressed, he gained more and more skills. He could walk on glass and withstand the pain. What would happen if we walked on glass? We’d be all “Ow, ow, ow, ow!” No more Yippee-Ki-Yay for us, not until we get some Band-Aids and Bactine. And then, without those skills, we’re right back to comedy.

“MY CHARACTER ISN’T STUPID”

“People at their best I don’t really want to watch in entertainment. I don’t really want to watch mature people or smart people or people who do the right thing. I like to meet them in life, but I don’t find them entertaining. And certainly not funny.”

— Judd Apatow

Writers are always afraid that their characters are one-dimensional or are simply clichés. Actors are always afraid that someone is trying to make their character look and act stupid. The refrain I’ve often heard is, “But my character isn’t stupid.” It’s what I call the “gravity of actors.” They want to look good (don’t we all?) Even if the character is stupid they don’t want to look stupid. Their desire to look good stops some actors from sharing how stupid the characters are.

No one likes to think of themselves as stupid. Raise your hand if you’re a smart, talented artist. If your hand isn’t up right now, it’s just because you’re being humble — another great quality. But we all know that we all screw up. As my friend Mickey Haddick put it, “We trip while we walk, we drop things we mean to carry, and we spill sticky things on ourselves when it is least convenient. We have hair that grows where it wants to grow in spite of our aspirations of beauty.” You’re not stupid, but you’ve done stupid things. Your characters aren’t idiots, but they’ve done idiotic things. Comedy demands that you show a person at, if not his worst, then at least his not so good.

It takes a pretty smart cookie to play dumb.

Take this scene from There’s Something About Mary. Dom (Chris Elliott) is helping his pal Ted (Ben Stiller) prep for a date. One of the things I love about Ben Stiller is that in many ways, he’s a very smart cookie. At a tender age of 25, he had his own sketch show on Fox. He’s a writer. He’s a director. Tropic Thunder is one of my favorite movies of the last decade. Brilliant. He got an unbelievable performance out of Tom Cruise. And one of the things I like about him is even though he’s really smart, he allows his character in the scene to “not know.” Part of what happens when people write scripts is they think, “Well, I’m smart, I’m writing the script, and this character I’m writing is kind of like me, like, you know . . . smart.” And they allow the character to be smart about everything. It makes the character very verbal. But my question is, why should your character be smart about everything?

INT. HOTEL ROOM - NIGHT

Dom is mixing a drink while Ted paces nervously.

TED

I don’t know, Dom. I don’t feel good, I feel nervous. I really feel nervous.

DOM

Oh come on, relax. Been to the cash machine?

TED

(pats his back pocket)

Yeah

DOM

Car clean? Plenty of gas?

TED

Uh huh.

DOM

Breath, how’s your breath?

TED

It’s fine. I took some Altoids.

Dom nods, satisfied.

DOM

Okay, sounds like you’re all set. Just clean the pipes and it’s a go.

TED

Hmm?

DOM

You know, clean the pipes.

TED

Pipes? What do you mean clean the pipes?

DOM

You choke the chicken before any big date, don’t you? Tell me you spank the monkey before any big date.

Ted just stares at him.

DOM (CONT’D)

(incredulous)

Oh my God, he doesn’t flog the dolphin before any big date. Are you crazy?! That’s like going out there with a loaded gun. Of course that’s why you’re nervous!

Ted considers this.

Between the two of them, Ted, Ben Stiller’s character, is the one who “doesn’t-know.” Bobby and Peter Farrelly, who wrote the script, are smart guys, and Ben Stiller is a smart guy, and obviously the character he’s playing isn’t stupid, but he’s allowing his character to simply not know — a Non-Hero. On the other hand, Chris Elliott’s Dom appears to have all the information. But all of Dom’s information is idiotic, likely to screw up Ted’s chances with Mary. Dom is also a Non-Hero — he’s a self-serving idiot who lacks loyalty.

In many sitcoms, the characters who are the most verbal, who seem the most sure of themselves, who seem to have all the information turn out, like Kramer in Seinfeld, to be idiots. And they don’t know they’re idiots. The characters who are most like us, like Jerry, are often confused or at the very least are unsure that they are right. When confronted with idiocy, even if they don’t buy it, they’re Non-Hero enough to at least consider the bad idea.

DOM

Oh my dear friend. Sit, please sit. Look um: After you’ve had sex with a girl and you’re laying in bed with her, are you nervous?

TED

No.

DOM

No, you’re not. Why?

TED

Cuz I’m tired.

Dom makes a game-show BUZZER sound, HITS Ted on the back of the head.

DOM

Wrong. It’s because you ain’t got the baby batter in your brain any more. Jesus that stuff will fuck your head up.

TED

(starting to believe)

Huh.

DOM

Um look, the most honest moment in a man’s life are the few minutes after he’s blown a load. That’s a medical fact. And the reason for it — you’re no longer trying to get laid. You’re actually thinking like a girl. And girls love that.

TED

(shakes his head)

Holy shit, I’ve been going out with a loaded gun!

DOM

People get hurt that way.

In reading this scene, you might not have noticed that something’s missing. Specifically, the Farrellys have not given Ben Stiller’s character a lot of funny rejoinders or jokes. There are many people in Hollywood who still believe that the person who says the jokes is the funny person. But look at all the comebacks, the witticisms, the witty repartee that Ted does not have. There’s no banter, no badinage, no back and forth. The Farrelly brothers simply allow Ted to “not know.”

Having been given this bad advice, Ted proceeds to act on it, resulting in one of the classic “gross-out” comedy sequences in modern comedy:

INT. TED’S HOTEL BATHROOM - SAME

Ted has a newspaper splayed out on the counter (open to the bra ads) as he furiously FLOGS THE DOLPHIN (chest-high side view.) We see some balled-up tissue nearby.

EXT. HOTEL — EVENING

A cab arrives and Mary gets out. She walks in.

INT. TED’S HOTEL BATHROOM — SAME

Ted is still on his mission.

After several frantic strokes, he takes a deep breath and slowly and loudly EXHALES, clearly having COMPLETED HIS MISSION.

He draws a few more breaths, picks up a face cloth, and goes to clean up.

But something’s missing: The Load. Ted looks down, checks his hands, pants, shoes, looks in the sink, finally glances at the ceiling, with no luck.

The Load IS MISSING!

TED

Where the hell did it go?

That’s when there is a KNOCK at the door. Ted looks HORRIFIED.

TED

Hang on. Wait a second

As he buckles his pants, he makes a last, panicky reconnaissance of the area. Ted reluctantly goes to answer the door.

“Think slow, act fast.”

— Buster Keaton

If Ted had all the time in the world to look for The Load, would it be as comic? If he had a lot of time, eventually he could look in the mirror and see something was awry — not very funny. So the fact that Ted has very little time in order to find it — and answer the door and have his date — creates more of a comic moment than if he had a leisurely 45 minutes to search the premises. By adding the element of a time factor (ticking clock, someone at the door) it gives Ted just not enough time to accomplish his activities.

INT. TED’S HOTEL ROOM - SAME

Ted opens the door and Mary is standing there looking as lovely as ever.

TED

Hel — lo. How are you?

MARY

Good. Good.

TED

You look very beautiful.

MARY

Thank you.

She notices something.

MARY (CONT’D)

What’s that?

TED

Hmm?

MARY

On your ear, you’ve got something.

TED

My ear?

MARY

No, your left ear.

Mary leans forward for a closer look. Ted is terrified.

MARY (CONT’D)

(making face)

Is that . . . hair gel?

MARY’S POV - a HUGE LOAD is hanging off of Ted’s earlobe like a drop earring.

BEAT.

TED

Yeah.

MARY

Great, I could use some.

TED

No. No.

MARY

I just ran out.

Before Ted can stop her, Mary grabs The Load off his ear and WIPES IT IN HER BANGS.

Ted goes to the door thinking The Load is somewhere he can’t find it, so it’s on with the date! Mary then sees it, and says, “What is that?” If Ted were smart, he would immediately realize his mistake and wipe it off, right? But why should he be so quick? Why should he know which ear? Why should he be so quick to solve the problem? His paralyzed silence gives Mary the opportunity to then play a reversal. “Is that. . .” and you think, “Oh, she knows what it is,” but Mary’s a Non-Hero too, and the reversal is “ . . . hair gel?” Ted hesitates for a second, he has to think about it, he’s not sure what to do, paralyzed and unable to stop Mary before she takes a big handful of the gloop and plasters it in her hair. Both Ted and Mary are allowed to “not know.”

INT. BAR — NIGHT

WAITRESS

How we doing over here?

TED

Okay.

WAITRESS

A little more wine?

TED

Sure.

(To Mary)

So when you say killer you mean?

Ted is looking at Mary worried.

ANGLE ON MARY - The light, puffy bangs that Mary started the night with are gone, replaced by a glazed, ACE VENTURA-STYLE WAVE up front.

MARY

Like he’s a murderer, yeah.

Ted can’t take his eyes off Mary’s stiff upright lock of hair.

A side note about this last scene from There’s Something About Mary. Here’s the thing — you don’t just sit down and write a splooge joke. How the Farrellys came up with this particular physical bit is very instructive. As Peter Farrelly himself explained on an episode of NPR’s Fresh Air:

People ask us who writes the jokes, but that’s not how it works. Somebody has an idea, and someone pushes it further. And that’s like a great example of how we write. I had actually thought at some point what would happen if you were masturbating and you lost the product and you couldn’t find it? But I thought, well, you can’t really do that. But I ran it by Bob and I said, “Could this go in a movie, something like that?” And he said, “Yeah you could, but then what happens?” I said, Jeez, I don’t know.” He said, “Well think about it! That’s what’s interesting! Where is it?” And he said, “I mean like, what if it was on the guy’s ear and he doesn’t know it?” And now we’re laughing and thinking that’s funny — it’s on his ear! Well what could be a good situation, now it’s on his ear? What if he’s gonna have a date or something? And it goes to the next thing and all of a sudden she’s there, she sees it and what would she think it is? And then someone says, “What if she thought, oh, I don’t know, you could say it’s hair gel!” And then literally like 20 minutes later somebody says “Well, if she thought it was hair gel, she might put it in her hair!” And we’re laughing, and then another hour later, we say, “Well, wait a second! Wouldn’t it harden?” And all of a sudden, that’s a day’s work for us.

So how do you come up with a big, obscene, rude, physical piece of comedy like this? By following the truth of these characters, beat by beat, moment by moment.

If Winning asks the question, “What do your characters want?” then Non-Hero asks why do your characters know so much? The more the characters know, the less comic it is, because that gives them more skills. Rather than worrying about the next clever thing your character says, the primary thing is that your characters are always navigating the confounding gap between expectations and reality.

EXPECTATION VS. REALITY

“Humor is something that thrives between man’s aspirations and his limitations.”

— Victor Borge

Lets say you’re a guy getting ready for a date. You’re expecting a supermodel to show up at the door. Somehow you, dork that you are, landed a date with a supermodel! There’s the knock at the door! Contemplating the night ahead of you, you open the door . . . only to see Fabio standing there with a flower and a bottle of wine. Wrong supermodel.

The pause as you try to wrap your head around what went wrong, to figure out what to say and how to say it — that’s the gap. The gap between expectation and reality.

Comedy exists in the gap between expectation and reality, and it’s the “not knowing” of the character that creates that gap. If that character has skills (logic, intelligence, perception, adaptability, calm under fire), the gap is easily bridged. A man comes home early from work, finds his wife in bed with another man and shouts, “How dare you!” Not so comic.

For the comedy to work, he’s got to stay in that uncomfortable gap between expectation and reality. He wasn’t expecting it. He doesn’t know what to do. And the longer he can stay in that gap of not knowing, the longer the comedy beat lasts, which is why most of your comic protagonists need to be less articulate and more flummoxed than they are right now.

Writers have been taught that drama is conflict, and so many comedies create conflict by inserting an antagonist into the action. While there’s nothing wrong with that, an evil-minded nemesis is not necessary for comedy (there isn’t one in Groundhog Day or (500) Days of Summer, for instance). All that’s necessary are characters who are unsure and struggling with expectations that have come up hard against an absurd or unexpected reality. While I wouldn’t go so far as to say that in comedy there is no such thing as conflict, I would say that the primary conflict is between the character’s expectations versus reality.

YOU ARE WHAT YOU THINK YOU SEE

Let’s talk ocular science.

This is a diagram of the eye. At the back of the eye is the retina. According to ewisdom.org, “The retina itself is made up of several different types of cells, each of which has a specific function, but it’s the receptors (rods and cones) at the back of the retina that respond to light. If enough light hits them, the receptors create an electrical pulse that is transmitted via the optic nerve to the brain, where it is translated into the image we ‘see’.”
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Still with me? OK, so basically what happens is that the lens in the front of the eye turns the image we see upside down. Then it’s transmitted to the rods and the cones at the back of the eye, and then, through the nervous system, it’s transmitted to the brain, and the brain switches the image right side up, which is why French philosophers have said that there is no reality. What we see is a perception of light reflected or refracted, as opposed to what perhaps is really there. Although if you ever get hit by a rock, you’d say it’s pretty real.

So what does this mean for us? It means that not only are your characters Non-Heroes trying to win without many of the required skills and tools, but it also means that your character’s perception of what’s happening is filtered through their expectations of what should happen crunching up against their own unique perception of what reality is! And reality is going to be different for each character.

Comedy exists in the eye — the rods and the cones — of your character. What they see and what they know. What they were expecting versus the reality. And even reality is fungible, since each character views their reality through their own particular filter. A story is told through the multiplicity of your characters’ voices and perspectives, what the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin termed polyphony. The comedy comes from the same object or event being viewed from different perspectives or points of view. The weakest comedies are the ones in which there’s only one filter — the writer’s — where every character sees things in exactly the same way.

The movie Big is a good example of how comedy can be derived from different perspectives. Big has a great premise. A kid can’t get on a carnival ride with the girl he likes, and so he puts a coin in a fortune-telling machine and wishes he were bigger. He wakes up the next morning to discover he’s a 30-year-old man.

INT. KITCHEN

Mrs. Baskin is folding laundry.

MOM

Josh! Josh!

INT. JOSH’S ROOM

It is bathed in a warm orange light. The CAMERA PANS SLOWLY across the sun-drenched floor. There are the usual array of toys: his slot car tracks . . . a skateboard . . . a gleaming silver robot . . .

MOM (O.S.)

Josh. It’s seven-thirty. Are you up?

The CAMERA CONTINUES TO PAN coming to rest on the empty bottom bunk.

MOM

Come on Sleepy Head! You’re going to miss the bus and I can’t drive you today!

There is a HEAVY CREAK of bedsprings as two huge feet swing out from the top bunk and dangle in mid-air. They are size twelve feet attached to big hairy ankles. They drop to the floor, hitting it sharply — a little too soon. The CAMERA FOLLOWS them as they pad slowly across the floor and into the hallway. The feet enter the bathroom and close the door just as Mrs. Baskin comes up the stairs with laundry.

INT. BATHROOM.

Josh starts to wash up, He LOOKS up and sees the full face of a handsome thirty-year-old man staring back from the bathroom mirror. He opens the cabinet door and looks at the backside of it and shuts it again. He rubs his eyes and laughs as he still sees the man staring back at him. He washes his eyes out with the running water, only to come back up to the mirror and the man is still there. Starts to wash his face until . . . what’s that on his chin? Is that stubble? Starts to — just a little bit, mind you — freak out. Leaps away from the mirror, panic on his face, AFRAID to look again, his back is up against the wall with his hands pressed against it in the manner of a policeman about to enter a room.

Josh SLOWLY MOVES BACK IN FRONT of the mirror.

He stares, fascinated, checking out his new face . . . moving down and discovering hair on his chest . . .

I love this moment in the movie. That slow, sly sidle up to his image in the mirror, as the movie carefully, almost lovingly, slows the pace to set up the reality of this unreal situation and allow time for Josh to explore this weird new reality. It’s a moment of discovery, a moment of realization — the most important moments in a comedy.
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Tom Hanks in Big.

Did you happen to see 17 Again with Zac Efron and Matthew Perry? There’s a similar moment in 17 Again. Matthew Perry’s character has been given the gift (or the curse) of reverting back to when he was 17. By the way, having a magical janitor in your movie is kind of a scraping the bottom of the magic barrel. IMHO. So the magical janitor puts a magical curse on him and he goes home and takes a shower and happens to see his image in the mirror in his shower. (Isn’t that a safety issue, having a mirror in your shower?) How long does it take him to realize, that’s not me in the mirror? Almost immediately. There’s like a beat and then “Aaaaaaaahhh!” And I immediately thought: How did he know? Why would he expect that? Why would he anticipate that? Why would you think, “Oh, my God, I look the same as I did when I was 17?” Why would that be the first thought that goes through your mind?

Contrast that with Josh’s time at the mirror. The realization is not instantaneous. The scene takes its time. At first, Josh doesn’t understand what he sees — “not-knowing.” He sees it. He just doesn’t know what he’s seeing — maybe there’s something wrong with the mirror; maybe he has sleep in my eyes. That’s funny, he thinks to himself. And then he feels his chin.
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Tom Hanks in Big.

Well, that wasn’t there and that chest hair wasn’t there and . . . and that certainly wasn’t there.

Then he carefully checks to see if his “manhood” is also bigger by cautiously pulling the waist of his underpants out and just PEEKING down there.

MOM (O.S.)

Honey?

Underwear SNAPS back.

Because you’d peek, wouldn’t you?

MOM

I put out some clean clothes. Bring down your dungarees and stuff for the laundry, okay?

JOSH

(Sounding like a 30-year-old)

Okay.

Realizing that he is a grown up, Josh quickly puts his hand over his mouth

MOM

Are you getting a cold, Josh?

JOSH

(Pitching his voice higher)

No! Fine!

MOM

(Muttering to herself)

He’s got a cold. Then Rachel’s gonna get a cold and I’m gonna get a cold . . .

Josh races back to his bedroom, not realizing his height, he slams his head into the top bunk. He grabs his jeans from the previous night, pulls out the card from the fortune teller in his wallet. It reads, “Your Wish Has Been Granted.”

JOSH

Oh my God.

MOM (O.S.)

Breakfast is ready, Josh!

Josh is PANIC STRICKEN as he stands motionless for a second.

JOSH

Be right there!

In this next scene, the comedy comes from Josh not realizing (not-knowing) how his size has changed things.

Josh tries to get dressed. Unfortunately, his jeans, which fit so well the other day, now are a . . . tad small. He frantically tries to put on the jeans he has in his hands. Josh thrusts one foot into the leg, forgetting that he is a grown up now. He puts the other leg into the jeans and attempts to pull them up, he bounces around the room unsuccessful at putting them on. Josh, desperately trying to pull on the too small jeans, crashes about his room . . .

He hits his head on the bunk bed because yesterday he was a foot shorter. He tries to put his pants on because he doesn’t realize they’re not going to fit. He doesn’t know. If he knew that already, “Well, I assume that my pants won’t fit because I’m bigger now,” you lose that whole sequence. The comedy in this scene exists in the gap between expectation and reality. Why would he anticipate that his pants wouldn’t fit? So the comedy doesn’t come from “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?” The comedy comes from the given situation, which could never happen, by the way, but if it did happen, what would happen then? As the Farrellys would say, so you’ve got this situation. But then what happens? That’s what’s interesting. And what happens then doesn’t result from a writer’s or director’s gags. Given our character, given what he knows, or doesn’t know, given what he sees or doesn’t see — what does he do?

INT. KITCHEN

Mrs. Baskin is standing at the kitchen counter putting scrambled eggs onto plates when there is a loud thump from upstairs. She stops what she is doing and looks toward the ceiling.

BACK TO:

INT. JOSH’S ROOM

Josh is still trying to get the jeans on. He bounces across to the other side of the room and slams into his wardrobe — there is a RIPPING sound.

MOM

Josh! Hurry up! Your eggs are getting cold!

Josh finally decides to run to his parents’ room to put on his Dad’s sweat pants.

CUT TO

Josh hurtling out the door, grabbing his bike and rising to hopefully find the magic fortune-telling machine.

So he’s going to go to the fairgrounds only to find that the carnival has moved on and the fortune-telling machine is no longer there. He comes back, because what wins for him? To be normal again. So who are you going to ask? Who are you going to reach out to? You can’t ask for another wish, so who’s going to help you? If it were you, and all of a sudden you woke up and you were a 30-year-old man or you were a woman or you were a cockroach, whatever — what would you do? In bad movies, they say “I can’t tell anybody, they’ll think I’m craaaaazy,” and then waste time for an act and a half. What would you do? If you were a 13-year-old boy, who would you ask for help? A friend. A parent. Those are his two options. And those are the two things that he does. A parent or a friend. So he rides his bike home to Mom.

INT. BASKIN LIVING ROOM

Josh’s mother is vacuuming the living room singing quietly to herself.

CUT TO:

EXT. BASKIN HOUSE

Josh comes back, tosses the bike aside and runs up the front steps.

BACK TO:

INT. BASKIN HOUSE

Mrs. Baskin is still vacuuming when Josh — a grown man — enters the living room. She looks up to see a strange man standing in her living room. He is breathing hard. She is afraid.

MOM

Oh, you . . . don’t! Don’t!

JOSH

I’m sorry!

Josh thinking he has brought mud into the now clean living room turns and runs out the front door and wipes his feet on the door mat.

So let’s deconstruct that. The mom is doing what? She’s vacuuming; she’s cleaning. He comes in; she looks up and what does she see? A 30-year-old stranger in sweatpants. What does he see? His mom vacuuming, looking up in horror. So what does he think? I must’ve tracked dirt in. What do I have to do to make it right — to solve the problem? So he goes back out and wipes his feet on the welcome mat. The joke is not based on, “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?” It works because, again, two characters see the same thing from their own different perspectives and, based on those different perspectives, react accordingly.

. . .and then goes back into the house and closes the door behind him. Mrs. Baskin, now hysterical, starts backing away PETRIFIED with FEAR.

JOSH

Mom, it’s me.

He walks toward his mother because he needs her to help him solve his problem. She continues to BACK AWAY from him.

JOSH (CONT’D)

It’s Josh. Mom, I’m a grown up!

Mrs. Baskin moves quicker back away from him into the dining area.

MOM

Stop it! Oh God!

He follows her stepping on the baby bouncers Rachel was in earlier.

JOSH

I made a wish last night . . . I turned into a grown up, Mom! I made this wish on a machine . . .

Mrs. Baskin is running all over the house from him, she leans on the piano.

MOM

Go away! Go away! Please!

JOSH

. . .and it turned me into a grown up! It was last night at the carnival!

He immediately tries to solve his problem by simply explaining to his mother what happened. Unfortunately for Josh, she doesn’t seem to recognize him. So Josh tries to solve that problem by proving to his mom exactly who he is.

JOSH

My birthday is November 3rd. I got a B on my history test!

Mrs. Baskin picks up her purse and tosses it at him. Josh shakes his head, not realizing that she doesn’t recognize him.

MOM

Here’s my purse! You can have anything that’s in it! Go away!

Josh drops the purse still shaking his head no.

JOSH

My, my, my baseball team is called the Dukes!

Mrs. Baskin is moving slowly, unable to speak now, toward the phone. Josh is desperate to prove he IS JOSH, picks up a ceramic off a bookshelf.

JOSH (CONT’D)

Uh, I made this for you!

Unable to judge the height, he slams it back into the shelf and it breaks. Mrs. Baskin knocks the phone off the hook with a look of terror on her face.

JOSH (CONT’D)

Who are you calling?

Mrs. Baskin drops the phone.

MOM

Aaaahhh . . . ahhh!!

Josh in a moment of brilliance, bends over and pulls down his sweatpants to once and for all prove to her that he is Josh. Mrs. Baskin sees a grown man wearing her son’s underpants.

JOSH

Ah! I have a birthmark behind my left knee!

He’s not trying to be funny; he’s trying to solve his problem. The result that we see is comedic, but that’s not his intent. His intent is to solve his problem. Given who he is. Given his skills and lack of skills.

Mrs. Baskin’s attitude changes and she grabs a huge BUTCHER KNIFE and POINTS it at Josh.

MOM

You bastard! What did you do to my son?

It’s Josh who now looks terrified as he looks at the knife.

JOSH

(Sadly)

I am your son, Mom!

I love that moment. In the movie, Hanks gives that line this sweet, understated reading. Because in the midst of this crazy, fantastical situation, the simple, direct, honest truth is still better than trying to find a funny joke in every response. The comedy doesn’t come from him fainting or pretending to faint, like the example in Alex & Emma discussed earlier. The comedy comes from his trying to solve a problem that he doesn’t have the skills to solve, because he’s a Non-Hero. He doesn’t know everything he needs to know, he makes mistakes. I mean, for instance, in hindsight, was it a good idea to show his butt? Probably not. But, you know, man is the thinking machine except, in comedy, your machine doesn’t work that well.

Could you imagine if they had thrown in a joke or a witticism there? The simplicity and honesty of “I am your son, Mom” hold you there, and you find yourself more willing to tag along with that 13-year-old kid in the body of a 30-year-old man. You’re going to follow him wherever his journey through this narrative takes you.

Mrs. Baskin charges toward him with the knife. He turns and runs. Josh RUNS toward the front door, Mrs. Baskin is CHASING him with the KNIFE.

JOSH

Mom! Mom!

MRS. BASKIN

Where is MY SON?!

JOSH

Mom! Mom! AAAHH!

Josh escapes out the front door. Mrs. Basking turns.

MRS. BASKIN

Police!

EXT. BASKIN HOUSE

Josh RUNS out the front door screaming.

You don’t need to worry about funny. Focus on comedy — a person struggling through an untenable situation, trying their best without giving up hope. When your characters give up hope, that’s when you have drama. But until they do, they’re bumbling around creating comedy. “I am your son, Mom.” He’s still this little kid, trying to solve an unsolvable problem without all the skills and tools required to win.

Jokes are not the most important element in a comedy. Characters are. Characters who are not perfect. Who don’t know. Who do what they need to do in order to win. Who see the world in their own particular, peculiar way.

1 Episode: “The Ex-Girlfriend”.

2 very much like a panda


CHAPTER 8

METAPHORICAL RELATIONSHIPS
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Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau in The Odd Couple.

“If you go through life with a smile on your face and a song in your heart, you’re not paying attention.”

— Steve Allen

Comedy is not so much outer directed (somebody doing something silly to somebody else) as inner directed. It’s a taking in; it’s about seeing, it’s about hearing, how you perceive things with your rods and cones. And your perceptions can often be expressed as similes or metaphors. For instance, remember when you first met your now ex-significant other? That first time they said your name, “Robert,” it was like a choir of angels singing. Remember the break-up on that last day? “Ro-bert!” It was like fingernails on a blackboard. Metaphors and similes express the essential truth beneath a surface reality.

One of my favorite plays (and films and TV shows, for that matter) is Neil Simon’s The Odd Couple, in which a pair of mismatched friends — Felix is a neatnik, Oscar’s a slob — decide to room together. On the surface, Oscar Madison and Felix Unger are friends and roommates. As the story progresses, however, their relationship undergoes a subtle but startling transformation — their growing antagonism begins to resemble that of an old married couple.

Take, for example, the scene in which Oscar has set up a date with two stewardesses for himself and Felix. As Oscar comes home, he finds Felix, wearing an apron, meeting him at the door with arms folded. What follows is a scene that almost any wayward husband might recognize as Felix peppers Oscar with: “Do you know what time it is? Where were you? Why didn’t you call me? Do you know that my meatloaf is all dried out now?” Finally, Oscar blurts out what we all might be thinking: “Wait a minute. I want to get this down on a tape recorder because nobody’s going to believe me. You mean now I got to call you if I’m coming home late for dinner?”

This is the tool of Metaphorical Relationships. A metaphor, like a simile, is a comparison or analogy showing how two otherwise unlike objects are similar in some way. How characters perceive each other and the world they live in is at the heart of Metaphorical Relationships. Metaphorical Relationships create three-dimensional representations of the way characters see one another, see their world, and even the way writers see specific sections of their scripts. Metaphorical Relationships are the various ways of perceiving that we can utilize in comedy.

Metaphorical Relationship is the tool of perception.

It is:

• The essential relationship beneath the surface relationship — the Metaphorical Relationship.

• A character’s unique way of seeing the world: what we call World View.

or

• The writer/director/actor’s unique way of seeing a scene, or Frames.

METAPHORICAL RELATIONSHIP

“We don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are.”

— Anaïs Nin

Metaphorical Relationship is the essential, somewhat hidden, relationship that lies beneath the surface relationship. One of the uses of Metaphorical Relationships is that it creates atypical, irrational behavior, but in a totally organic and honest way. By grafting the squabbling behavior of an old married couple onto the bachelor roommates Felix and Oscar, Neil Simon creates an instant comic situation. Metaphorical Relationships work because, while they show the characters behaving in ludicrous ways, the behavior itself is both recognizable and believable. Imagine an adult couple having an argument over money. Now, imagine the same couple fighting as though they were kids in the back seat of a car. The content they cover may be similar, but now the couple might be pushing each other, sticking their tongues out and punctuating their points with, “Did not!” “Did too!” “Did not!” “Too!” “Not!” “Too!” “Not to a thousand!” “Too to infinity!” (Pause) “To infinity . . . plus one!” Using a metaphor takes a serious, perhaps dry, exchange and makes it comic while keeping it connected to a recognizable reality.

Take this scene from the episode “The Trip (2)” from Seinfeld.

BACK TO THE POLICE CAR WITH JERRY, GEORGE AND TWO COPS.

GEORGE

Jerry, would you do me a favor, close the window.

JERRY SEARCHES FOR THE HANDLE, BUT CAN’T FIND ONE.

JERRY

Hey, get out of here . . . hey officer, he’s fooling around back here.

COP 1

Cut it out back there.

GEORGE

He started it.

JERRY

I did not.

So here are Jerry and George. They’re two adult men, but they’re behaving like kids. How many of you reading this book have kids? Raise your hand. OK, how many of you were kids? Yes, all your hands should be raised right now. The power of a Metaphorical Relationship is that you don’t have to invent behavior; you just have to recollect it. Put simply, you don’t have to make stuff up. You’re sharing from things that you know or things that you’ve lived through. In fact, the more you can share what your truth is, the funnier it will be.

The beauty of Metaphorical Relationship is that it creates illogical behavior in a totally honest and organic way. We’re not trying to be funny — we’re creating Non-Heroes who are behaving totally rationally in an irrational, Metaphorical Relationship. You don’t need to make them sillier than they would be in real life; you have them act exactly the way kids would act. And the result is inappropriate, irrational, illogical behavior that is still grounded in truth. The metaphor’s juxtaposition creates comedy.

JERRY

You guys gonna be going through some red lights?

COP 1

I don’t think so.

JERRY

But you could?

GEORGE

Hey, can I flip on the siren?

JERRY

Why are you bothering them for?

GEORGE

I’m just asking, all they have to do is say no.

COP 1

Yeah, go ahead.

GEORGE TRIES THE SIREN.

GEORGE

Wooohooo, check it out.

JERRY

Can I try?

COP 1

Yeah, go ahead, hurry up.

JERRY TRIES THE SIREN.

JERRY

Scared the hell out of that guy.

The value of this tool is that you’re not exchanging one stereotypical, two-dimensional behavior for another. Instead, by employing Metaphorical Relationships, the characters retain their full value, truth, and three-dimensionality. You don’t have to invent that behavior: you recollect it. A metaphor recreates real, honest behavior. But because they’re two adults, as opposed to two kids in the back of a car, it looks ridiculous. Yet they’re not acting ridiculously, they’re not trying to be funny, they’re acting exactly the way kids would act in the back seat of a car. You don’t have to come up with funny shit you can have them do. You merely recall the stuff you actually did when you were a kid. The result is that you’re creating comedic behavior without straining to be funny.

A metaphor’s not arbitrary. You know the rules of it. You know what happens in the back seat of your parents’ car. You know the dialogue and the action. And a big part of the power of the metaphor is that it starts writing the scene for you. You don’t have to sit there and make shit up. You’re simply telling the truth.

THE PRODUCERS

We can see another example of Metaphorical Relationships in this scene from Mel Brooks’ The Producers. For those who have never seen this classic 1968 comedy, the premise of The Producers is that Max Bialystock (Zero Mostel), an unscrupulous producer (is there any other kind?), comes up with a way to make a million dollars by producing the worst play ever in the history of Broadway and overselling it to unwitting investors a million times over. When the play closes (Bialystock: “It’s guaranteed to close — on Page 4!”), he can declare to his investors that there was no profit, but will actually walk away a rich man. In this following scene, Bialystock is trying to convince his accountant Leo Bloom (Gene Wilder) to come in on the evil scheme with him.
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Zero Mostel and Gene Wilder in The Producers.

EXT. NEW YORK CITY

BIALYSTOCK and BLOOM are at a hotdog stand enjoying a hotdog.

BIALYSTOCK

Well, Leo, what do you say, we promenade through the park?

BLOOM

I’d love to, but it’s nearly two o’clock. I should be getting back to Whitehall and Marks.

BIALYSTOCK

Nonsense. As far as Whitehall and Marks is concerned, you’re working with Max Bialystock, right?

BLOOM

Right.

QUICK DISSOLVE TO:

Ext. Central park

Bloom and Bialystock walk through the tunnel and Bloom is holding a balloon and they are smiling.

QUICK DISSOLVE TO:

Them riding on a carousel horse together, with Bialystock riding behind Bloom to keep him safe. They are joyous and having a great time.

The metaphor here is father and son. The two are behaving completely just as if they were a father and son, but because they’re actually two adults, it just looks silly. The result is that you’re creating a comic moment without forcing the comedy, without a “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?” moment. So even though it’s ridiculous for these two adults to be acting like this, within the metaphor their behavior is honest and organic.

EXT. CENTRAL PARK - LAKE

Bloom and Bialystock are on a wooden rowboat and Bialystock is laying back with his feet crossed on the side. Bloom is sitting up with his feet in the water and his pants rolled to his knees.

BIALYSTOCK

Lovely out here isn’t it?

BLOOM

I wish I could enjoy it. I’m so nervous. What if someone from the office should see me?

Again, this is a metaphor: they’re lovers, with Bialystock as the Lothario and Bloom as the nervous ingénue with her feet in the water.

BIALYSTOCK

You’d see them. And why aren’t they at the office?

(laughing hard)

BLOOM

That’s right.

BIALYSTOCK

That’s it Leo. You’re learning. Having a good time?

BLOOM

I don’t know, I feel so . . . strange.

BIALYSTOCK

Maybe you’re happy.

BLOOM

That’s it. I’m happy.

Puts his hands to his head.

BLOOM (CONT’D)

Ah HA HA! Well what do you know about that? I’m happy!

Bialystock starts splashing Bloom with water and the two of them sit there laughing uproariously as Bloom surrenders to his new-found happiness and leans back in the boat.
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Zero Mostel and Gene Wilder in The Producers.

Mel Brooks’ movies basically go from one gag to the next, but what I love about this sequence is that for a moment, Mel Brooks stops the silliness and takes the time to stop and note a guy who’s so repressed, whose adulthood is so barren, that he doesn’t even recognize the emotion of happiness anymore, a feeling that the rest of us simply take for granted. The film pauses to take the time to note this primal moment, Bloom’s re-discovery of what happiness feels like.

You could write The Producers with just one gag after another, but you’d be missing the point. In the end, The Producers is a bro-mance between Bialystock and Bloom. If you don’t give them any time to develop that relationship, you’re just going to have a series of jokes. Think of every bad comic movie you’ve ever seen. In those movies, there’s no time for relationships; it’s all about the next gag — what’s the next funny thing that’s going to happen?

As I’ve noted before, the most important moments in a comedy are those that enhance and deepen our connection to the characters and support our belief in the gags before and after. It’s a moment that you might miss or skip over if you’re just going from joke to joke.

EXT. TOP OF THE EMPIRE STATE BUILDING

SHOT - POV FROM THE EMPIRE STATE BUILDING.

Bialystock is standing behind Bloom with his hands on Bloom’s shoulders, talking into his ear.

BIALYSTOCK

There it is Bloom, the most exciting city in the world. Thrills, adventure, romance. Everything you’ve ever dreamed of is down there.

SHOT OF THE CITY FROM THEIR POV.

BIALYSTOCK (O.S.) (CONT’D)

Big black limousines, gold cigarette cases.

CUTS BACK TO THEM QUICKLY as Bialystock’s eyes get bigger and bigger as he gets closer to Bloom’s ear.

BIALYSTOCK (CONT’D)

Elegant ladies with long legs. All you need is money, Bloom. Money is honey. Money is honey.

Here the metaphor is Mephistopheles and Faust. The metaphor even suggests the shot and staging for the director, with Bialystock’s Mephistopheles leaning over the shoulder of Bloom’s Faust and whispering sweet temptations into his susceptible ear.

METAPHORICAL RELATIONSHIPS — THE EXERCISE

Here’s an exercise to practice this tool: Take a conversation between two or more characters. Now place one or both of those characters into a Metaphorical Relationship. They can be in the Metaphorical Relationship, like Felix treating Oscar as though he were the wife, while the other reacts to the odd behavior, like Oscar does, or they can both be in a Metaphorical Relationship, like kids in the back of a car. For example, you might write a scene in a doctor’s office in which one character treats the other like a spouse, like frat buddies, or even like a pet (“OK, sit, sit, open wide . . . good boy!”)

Remember, though — the point is to keep the characters reacting honestly within the metaphorical situation without destroying or denying the given reality of the scene. For example, in The Odd Couple, while Felix and Oscar behave like an old married couple, it would be incorrect for Felix to actually think that Oscar was his husband, and do something like call him “Darling,” or try to kiss him. Oscar’s his friend and roommate; Felix just behaves as though Oscar was his husband. In a Metaphorical Relationship, it’s important to maintain the reality of the surface relationship.

WORLD VIEW

A lot of times when you write secondary characters, they function as types, like the nervous guy, the jock, the this, the that. Or you might write a character who’s dumb, or mean, or greedy. The problem with those kinds of character choices is that they’re one-dimensional states of being, and as such, are inherently static. Say you’re writing a nervous character. Well, when does he stop being nervous? When you arbitrarily choose some other state of being. However, arbitrary personality changes can be counterproductive, as we saw earlier in that scene from Alex & Emma.

I have a friend who used to be on this show called Herman’s Head. The premise was that Herman was a young fact-checker whose internal conflicts were represented by characters playing Ego, Intelligence, Lust, etc. My friend played Anxiety. Whatever was happening with Herman, he was anxious. Whatever the situation was, he was anxious. As you might imagine, it became a mite predictable.

Rather than thinking about characters being personifications of emotions or states of being, it’s more useful to consider how they see the world in their own particular way — their World View, because a world view can be changed or altered by experience.

For instance, if you see the world as a scary place, that might make you anxious. But no one wants to stay anxious. If you see the world as a scary place you’d try to make it less scary, right, because who wants to be miserable? There are only two kinds of people in the world who want to be miserable: poets and method actors. Everybody else wants to feel better or at least shorten the amount of time they’re feeling bad.

So if you see that the world is a scary place and you go home, what do you do? Lock the door, perhaps. Check under the bed. Keep all the lights on. Have a drink. Have another. Maybe smoke a cigarette. Maybe eat a double double chocolate Häagen-Dazs ice cream. Go into your panic room, turn on music. And finally, relax.

Your characters see things in specific, unique ways. Acting on the way they see things creates comic behavior. Lisa Kudrow on the NPR show Fresh Air said that her approach to the character of Phoebe on Friends was that she (Phoebe) was “unreasonably optimistic and cheerful about absolutely everything.” She saw things in their best light, even when there was little reason or evidence to do so. This “seeing” created comic behavior, rather than simply playing the label of “kooky” or “ditsy.” And it’s not only interacting with the other characters in the script, but interacting in specific ways with everything in the character’s environment.

A great example of this was Tony Shalhoub’s Monk. One of my favorite recent comic creations in terms of character, Adrian Monk is a phobic-centric detective who is afraid of everything. He has like 400 phobias. He should always be anxious, right? There’s a scene in one episode of Monk in which you see Monk in a white suit in a safe room.

[image: image]

Tony Shalhoub in Monk.

And the camera pushes into a close-up of him, and he’s got this big smile on his face. Because he’s only anxious due to how he sees the world. And when he sees that he’s totally safe, he can be joyful. Joyous. Ecstatic.

An anxious character is anxious until the writer decides to make him not anxious. But a character who is afraid of germs is looking to avoid germs or be in a germ-free environment. The character wants to be happy. In fact, over time a world view can evolve or change, and so can your character.

HAPPY OR RIGHT

I’ve lived in Los Angeles for the past twenty years, but I still consider myself a New Yorker. For years, I lived and worked just next door to the famed Port Authority Bus Terminal, where 200,000 people pass through its urine-scented halls daily, where kids fresh from the farm get off the bus to make it rich in the Big Apple and rub shoulders with upscale businessmen, panhandlers, and harried commuters. It’s rumored that Sylvester Stallone once slept for three weeks in the Port Authority after being thrown out of his apartment. So you get all kinds there.

Let’s say I’m a kid, fresh from Kansas, and I step off the bus at the Port Authority and my world view is that the world is a friendly place. So here I am, at the Port Authority. Aaaaahhh! Smells like New York. In the Port Authority, I see a guy who sort of looks like Dustin Hoffman in Midnight Cowboy, and I go up to him and say, “Hey, sir, could you look after my bag for a second while I make a phone call?” (OK, it’s not the 1930s and I would probably have a cell phone. I’m just illustrating a point — just go with it.) So I go make a phone call, and come back, and whaddya know? My bag is gone! Now in an improv in an acting class, actors will immediately know they’ve been robbed, and get angry and indignant right away. “Oh my God, I’ve been robbed! Goddammit! Everything I had in the world was in there! What am I going to do?!?” It gives actors a chance to play a highly emotional scene, and actors love emotion, because emotion’s like a drug. You have hormones and adrenaline coursing through you. Actors love emotion.

But if my world view is that the world is a friendly place, would anger be the first thought that comes to mind? What might my first thought be? “Oh, he probably just had to go somewhere, maybe make a phone call himself. OK, I’ll wait!” Because obviously, he’s coming back, right? And I’ll wait. And I’ll wait. And eventually, certainty might turn into confusion. Because this doesn’t jibe with my world view. Where has he gone? And where’s my bag? But I’ll wait a little longer. And I’ll wait. And I’ll wait. And eventually I might say to myself, “. . .I hope he’s OK!” After a long, long time, it might dawn on me, “Oh my God, I think I’ve been robbed!” Notice, I still haven’t arrived at anger.

Let’s change it up. Let’s say I’m from Jersey. And I’ve just had it up to here with Saturday Night Live making fun of Jersey (remember Fred Armisen playing sight-challenged Governor Patterson doing all the Jersey jokes?). So let’s say my world view is that New York City is a crappy place full of thieves, OK? I put my bag down for one second, turn around, and when I turn back, the friggin’ bag is gone already! Now I should be angry, right? I got robbed, how else should I react? But think it through, people. His first reaction won’t be anger, because that would mean he knows too much. If my world view is that New Yorkers are thieves, what’s my first thought? That I was vindicated, that I was right!! “I knew it! Fucking New Yorkers! Fucking New York! Got me again!!” Because psychologists will tell you that given the choice between being happy and being right, most people would choose to be right.

If you follow your character’s point of view from their world view, you’re going to find all sorts of emotional beats, dialogue, and action, as opposed to simply, “I get robbed, I get angry; I get an ice cream, I get happy.” A world view means that your character’s plastic, in the sense that the character can be changed or molded by experience. His world view itself can change, but only after experience after experience. You can take that suspicious guy and if you give him enough experience where people are nice to him, it could start to change his point of view. Even though you see the world as a slightly frightening place, you can do things to make it safer; even though you see the world as a happy place, there are things that can eventually darken that picture.

“The tragedy of many people’s lives is that, given a choice between being ‘right’ and having the opportunity to be happy, they invariably choose being ‘right.’ That is the one ultimate satisfaction they allow themselves.”

— Nathaniel Branden

I LOVE YOU, YOU’RE PERFECT, NOW CHANGE

Psychiatrists will tell you that people don’t change. You marry a jerk; thirty years later, you have an older, fatter, balder jerk. But characters in comedies do change. In sitcoms, there’s the perception that characters and situations never change, but even there, characters with very clear world views evolve, alter, and change, sometimes in bits and pieces, based upon what happens to the character. The four nerds in The Big Bang Theory have all acquired girlfriends over the course of the series. In The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Lou Grant started out as a crusty, cynical grouch. But after years of Mary Richards’ influence, Grant had moments where he reluctantly showed his softer side. He would always cover it up again, but you knew it was still lurking there, waiting for another opportunity to emerge. The same was true for Louie De Palma in Taxi, Debra and Marie in Everybody Loves Raymond, and Sue Sylvester in Glee. Characters don’t change their basic nature, but over time, many small, incremental changes will take place. In life, we all have world views, and they’re always altered based upon our experience — bit by bit, piece by piece.

While the change is minor in sitcoms, most feature comedies are transformative — in romantic comedies, for instance, love is a magical force that transforms assholes like Phil Connors in Groundhog Day into a nice guy, in fact into almost a saint. In a feature, a character undergoes a lifetime’s worth of experience in two hours. Even secondary characters in features can experience quite large character arcs.

EVEN SHY PEOPLE HAVE BABIES

A stereotype limits character behavior and action. A world view allows characters full and free range of behavior and action. Sheldon in The Big Bang Theory sees the world as computational problems to be solved, so when he decides he wants to make more friends, he simply constructs an algorithm to solve that problem.

SHELDON

Oh good! You’re just in time. I believe I’ve isolated the algorithm for making friends.

LEONARD

Sheldon, there is no algorithm for making friends!

HOWARD

Hear him out. If he’s really on to something, we can open a booth at Comic-Con, make a fortune.

SHELDON

I’ve distilled its essence into a simple flowchart that would guide me through the process.

HOWARD

Have you thought about putting him in a crate while you’re out of the apartment?

SHELDON

(on phone)

Hello, Kripke. Yes, Sheldon Cooper here. It occurred to me you hadn’t returned any of my calls because I hadn’t offered any concrete suggestions for pursuing our friendship. Perhaps the two of us might share a meal together . . . I see. Well then perhaps you’d have time for a hot beverage. Popular choices include tea, coffee, cocoa . . . I see. No, no, no, wait. Don’t hang up yet. What about a recreational activity? I bet we share some common interests. Tell me an interest of yours. Really? On actual horses? Tell me another interest of yours. Oh no, I’m sorry, I have no desire to get in the water until I absolutely have to. Tell me another interest of yours.

LEONARD

Uh-oh, he’s stuck in an infinite loop.

HOWARD

I can fix it.

SHELDON

Mmhmm. Mmhmm. It’s interesting. But isn’t ventriloquism, by definition, a solo activity? Yeah? Tell me another interest of yours. Hmmm. Is there any chance you like monkeys? What is wrong with you? Everybody likes monkeys. Hang on, Kripke.

(Checking changes Howard has made to his flowchart)

A loop counter? And an escape to the least objectionable activity! Howard, that’s brilliant! I’m surprised you saw that.

HOWARD

Gee. Why can’t Sheldon make friends?

If Adrian Monk in Monk sees a spider, he can’t deal with it. But if his need to solve the case is greater than the fear of the spider, it becomes a conflict you hope that he overcomes that week, yet the next week his phobias are still controlling his life and it’ll be some other problem. If he gets into a smart room, it’s the happiest day of his life. If he has to become a substitute teacher and is trying to write his name on the board, it’ll take him the entire day, because it has to be perfect. You start from the character’s world view, and try to stay true to the character while plotting the different vectors that push and pull at him. Shy people, by definition, have trouble meeting new people. And yet they somehow contrive to have babies.

FRAMES & CHAPTERS

Sometimes the metaphor is a Frame, meaning that we (the writer, director, or actor) see the entire scene in a certain way. This often happens in Seinfeld: Jerry finds a library book that he forgot to return, and all of a sudden a Library Detective is introduced and the entire episode becomes a film noir, with all the dialogue that comes with that style of cinema; or Jerry decides to go to a new barber and it becomes “Opera Bouffe,” an Italian comic opera where the new barber has to hide Jerry in the closet so the old barber doesn’t discover him.

In this scene from Friends (“The One With Ross’ New Girlfriend”), Phoebe has mistakenly given Monica a terrible haircut — Monica had asked for a “Demi Moore” cut, while Phoebe had thought she meant Dudley Moore. As the other friends wait outside the bedroom to offer support and solace, the frame is a “Hospital Scene.”

RACHEL

How is she?

PHOEBE

It’s too soon to tell. She’s resting, which is a good sign.

ROSS

How’s the hair?

PHOEBE

I’m not gonna lie to you, Ross, it doesn’t look good. I put a clip on one side, which seems to have stopped the curling.

JOEY

Can we see her?

PHOEBE

Your hair looks too good, I think it would upset her. Ross, you come on in.

Again, the only invention is that there is no invention — a standard melodramatic hospital scene has been transplanted onto Friends, but the result is decidedly comedic.

A.K.A. THE PROM DATE

In constructing frames, you can think of extended sequences as chapters in a story. By giving the “chapter” a title, you add focus to the frame. This next sequence from There’s Something About Mary could just as easily have been titled “The Prom Date.”

Did you go to your prom when you were in high school? I went to an all-boys high school in New York, so my prom was . . . disappointing. But whether you went to your prom or not, we all know what’s involved: the boy drives up in his parents’ car, holding a corsage; Dad, a Father Knows Best type, answers the door; there’s some awkward interrogation of the beau, and shortly thereafter, the girl walks down the stairs in a beautiful gown. Even if it’s a ranch house, they’re going to build a fucking staircase, just so she can walk down a staircase!

In writing their scene, the Farrellys maintain all those familiar touchstones, utilizing our shared metaphor, our shared memory of what a prom is. And then they tweak it, with the insertion of an out-of-place character.

EXT. MARY’S HOUSE - TWILIGHT

A tuxedoed and smiling Ted drives up in his parents’ station wagon. He gets out, holding a corsage.

EXT. MARY’S FRONT DOOR - TWILIGHT

Ted knocks on the door and a middle-aged BLACK MAN answers the door.

MAN

Yeah? What the hell do you want?

Parent’s car? Check. Corsage? Check. Robert Young in Father Knows Best? Not so much. Much of the humor is going to result from the inclusion of that inappropriate character in this otherwise iconic scene.

Ted looks blankly at the MAN and then quickly glances up to the house number, making sure he’s at the right place. Looks back to MAN.

MARY’S DAD

Ummm-uhhhh?

TED

Um, hi, I’m Ted Stroman. I’m here to take Mary to the prom.

MARY’S DAD

Prom? Mary went to the prom twenty minutes ago with her boyfriend Woogie.

TED

Woogie?

MARY’S DAD

Woogie.

TED

Oh. OK.

Ted looks devastated and he starts to walk away.

The Farrellys don’t come up with a gag or a quip or a “What the hell?” for Ted. His heart has been broken, and he’s about to leave. It’s a sweet-sad moment we can all relate to, because if Mary did go to the prom with her boyfriend Woogie, we’d be devastated, too. What the Farrellys are not trying to do is squeeze the moment for something hilarious (there’ll be plenty of that in short order). They allow Ted to have a human reaction to a human moment. (Which is why if somebody faints at your feet, you don’t drag them into the room tossing off wisecracks a la Alex & Emma.)

Mary’s dad starts laughing. Suddenly the door swings open revealing MARY’S MOM.

MARY’S MOM

Charlie, you are so mean. This is Mary’s stepfather Charlie, I’m Sheila, her mother. Don’t pay any attention to anything he says, he’s a laugh a minute.

TED

Oh.

(relieved)

Oh, that’s very funny.

MARY’S DAD

Just having a little fun with the guy, it’s prom night. Woogie has a sense of humor.

INT. MARY’S HOUSE - TWILIGHT

Ted nervously enters and sees Warren watching TV. in the den.

TED

Oh hey, hi Warren.

Warren doesn’t look his way.

MARY’S DAD

Oh listen, once he gets into that MTV, he’ll be there quite awhile.

MARY’S MOM

Oh, here she comes. Oh Honey, you look beautiful.

MARY’S DAD

Oh shit, look at that.

(to Ted)

You better be careful boy

Just then Mary comes wafting down the stairs looking like an angel. Ted can’t believe his eyes.

And as important as us seeing her come down the stairs is the shot of Ted watching her approach. The rods and cones of his eyes is where the heart of comedy takes place.

MARY’S MOM

Poor Teddy — he’s been getting it both barrels from the Wisenheimer here.

MARY

Dad, you haven’t been busting Ted’s chops, have you?

Mary’s Dad shrugs.

MARY’S DAD

I’m just fucking with him.

This quintessential prom date juxtaposed with the stepfather’s street lingo creates the comic beat. The stepfather’s dialogue is completely organic and believable for that character, while completely inappropriate within the frame of “The Prom Date.”

We’re now about to transition from the chapter “The Prom Date.” Ted first met Mary earlier in the movie when he defended her mentally-challenged brother Warren, who was being harrassed by bullies. Now Ted is about to try to charm Mary and her family by bringing Warren a baseball to replace the one stolen by the bullies. If you’ve seen this movie, you can guess what the name of this next chapter would be: “The Worst Day of My Life.”

He starts laughing and Ted joins him nervously.

MARY

Hey Warren, did you say hi to Ted?

WARREN

(not looking up)

‘Bout ten times.

TED

Hey, Warren, I think I found your baseball.

This finally gets Warren’s attention.

WARREN

You seen my baseball?

We see Ted discreetly pull a BRAND NEW BASEBALL out of his pocket and palm it in his hand.

TED

Well, if it’s a big white one with little red stitching, I think I saw it right behind your ear . . .

Ted is reaching behind Warren’s ear when suddenly Warren TAKES A SWIPE AT HIM, knocking him to the ground.

MARY

Warren!!!

Ted HITS HIS HEAD on the coffee table, and it BREAKS. In a split second, Warren is up like a cat and DIVES ONTO TED. As MARY AND HER PARENTS SCREAM, Warren PICKS Ted up and starts swinging him around. MARY AND HER PARENTS CONTINUE TO SCREAM. Finally Warren DROPS Ted on the floor.

Let’s take a moment’s pause while Ted is getting his ass handed to him to ask: whose fault is it? Ted is innocent, here, right? He was just trying to “give the kid a baseball.” So it’s the mentally challenged brother’s fault, correct?

Actually, no. It’s Ted’s fault. It has to be. Your characters have to be the master of their own disaster, the cause of everything bad that happens to them, just like they’re the cause of everything good that happens to them. Your characters have to create their own dilemmas. Otherwise the scene is about the character who is making the mistake.

If it’s someone else’s fault, your character is a victim, and a victim is just the flip side of a Hero. A Hero has no faults; a victim is somebody whose faults are not their own. In both of those cases, they distance themselves from being a Non-Hero — in other words, a fallible human being.

So what mistake did Ted make? Why didn’t he just hand the kid the baseball, instead of having to make a big show about it? He acted out of his own insecurity, because Ted knows that Mary is way out of his league. He overcompensates, and as a result creates his own disaster. The big mistake is his, and everything bad that happens to him is going to come as a result of that mistake. And if you know the movie, a lot of bad things are about to happen to him.

MARY’S DAD

(to Ted)

What the hell are you doing?!

TED

I had a baseball.

MARY’S DAD

What baseball?

TED

There was, it’s right here. There was a baseball here. I swear I brought him a baseball and I was just trying to give him a present.

Ted starts looking for the ball.

MARY’S DAD

Are you yelling at me?

TED

No

MARY’S DAD

Are you yelling at me in my own house?

TED

No!

MARY’S DAD

Don’t let me have to open a can of whoop-ass on you, you hear?

(under his breath)

Son of a bitch.

In all the ruckus, the strap on Mary’s gown is broken, and Mary and Mary’s Mom go off to fix it. Ted goes to a guest bathroom to freshen himself up (his lip is bleeding) as the Worst Day of His Life is about to continue.

INT. BATHROOM - TWILIGHT

Ted dabs his lip with a tissue, while looking in the mirror and talking to himself.

TED

I’m going to open a can of whoop-ass on him. Doing the kid a favor.

Ted walks over to the toilet

As he TAKES A LEAK he glances out the window to his left.

TED’S POV — two LOVEBIRDS are perched on a branch.

Ted smiles . . .

. . .at the SOUND of these beautiful tweeties singing their love song for themselves, for the spring, for Ted and Mary, and suddenly they fly away and we . . .

SNAP FOCUS

. . .to reveal Mary in the bedroom window DIRECTLY BEHIND WHERE THE BIRDS WERE, in just a bra and panties, and just then her mother glances Ted’s way and MAKES EYE-CONTACT with what she can only presume to be a leering Peeping Tom.

ON TED . . .

. . .he loses the smile and ducks his head back into the bathroom, HORRIFIED.

TED

Oh no! No, I wasn’t. I wasn’t. SHIT!

PANICKING NOW, he hastily zips up his fly and

TED

YEEEOOOOOWWWWWW!!!!!!!!!!

TED GETS HIS DICK STUCK IN THE ZIPPER!

As Buster Keaton says, comedy is when you Think Slow, but Act Fast.

CUT TO:

EXT. MARY’S HOUSE

A NEIGHBOR is walking by her son, who is on a bike riding by slowly.

They hear the screams and move away fast.

This transition shot is actually quite important in establishing the fact that neighbors hear the screams. It helps to justify everything that’s about to happen in the bathroom. Even big comic set pieces, especially big comic set pieces, have to be grounded in some kind of relatable reality. The reality could be something as fantastical as the existence of Toontown in Who Framed Roger Rabbit?, but once you’ve set the rules of the absurd universe, that universe has to stay grounded in its own reality. Otherwise, it’s just a series of empty gags.

EXT. BATHROOM DOOR - NIGHT

MARY’S DAD

Listen, I’m coming in, okay?

INT. BATHROOM — CONTINUOUS

A whimpering Ted huddles in the corner as Mary’s Dad enters.

TED

No don’t.

MARY’S DAD

Now exactly what the hell is the situation here? You shit yourself or something?

TED

I wish.

Ted is hiding in a corner, embarrassed.

TED

I, uh . . . I got it stuck.

MARY’S DAD

You got what stuck?

TED

It.

Mary’s dad realizes what Ted means and squirms uncomfortably while putting his hands over his own pelvic area, while looking around.

MARY’S DAD

Oh. It. Um, oh. Well listen, it’s not the end of the world, these kinds of things happen.

Mary’s dad puts his READING GLASSES on and LEANS IN closer.

MARY’S DAD

Let’s have a look at it.

He pulls Ted away from the wall and examines the situation.

MARY’S DAD

OH FOR THE LOVE OF GOD!

He starts really squirming more.

TED (O.S.)

Shhhhhh!

MARY’S DAD

(CALLS OUT)

Sheila. Sheila, honey.

TED

What?! No please, sir —

Mary’s dad stands up and walks to the door.

EXT. BATHROOM DOOR - CONTINUOUS

Mary, Mary’s mom and Warren are outside the door.

Mary’s dad opens the door and peeks his head out.

MARY’S DAD

Sheila Honey, you gotta come here, you gotta see this.

MARY

What? What?

Mary’s mom pushes into the bathroom, leaving Mary and Warren outside.

TED

No, don’t. Don’t.

MARY’S DAD

Don’t worry, she’s a dental hygienist. She’ll know exactly what to do.

Mary’s mom comes in and closes the door behind her.

MARY’S MOM

Hi Ted.

TED

Hi Mrs. Jensen, how are you?

If this is truly the Worst Day of Ted’s Life, then certainly more than Mary’s Dad has to witness this ultimate humiliation. So, one by one, more and more people are about to be witness to Ted’s ultimate humiliation.

MARY’S MOM

You okay?

(moving closer, seeing the situation)

HOLYSHIT!

She turns around quickly.

EXT. BATHROOM DOOR — CONTINUOUS

Mary and Warren are still outside. Mary turns around worried.

MARY’S MOM (O.S.)

You could have warned me.

INT. BATHROOM — CONTINUOUS

TED

Would you shhh! Mary’s gonna hear us.

MARY’S MOM

Just relax, dear. Now, um . . . what exactly are we looking at here?

TED

(dizzy)

What do you mean?

MARY’S MOM

(delicate)

I mean is it . . . is it. . .?

MARY’S DAD

(gruff)

Is it the frank or the beans?

TED

I don’t know, I think it’s a little bit of both.

MARY’S MOM

You know there sure is a lot of skin coming through there, so I’m going to find some Bactine, honey.

TED

No, uh, I don’t need any.

Mary’s mom has the Bactine and is walking toward Ted.

Suddenly a POLICE OFFICER sticks his head in the bathroom window.

POLICE OFFICER

Hello there.

TED

(humiliated)

Oh Christ.

POLICE OFFICER

What the hell’s going on here? Neighbors said they heard a lady scream.

The cop is here because a neighbor heard a woman’s scream. Everyone who enters this bathroom is here out of necessity, not merely because someone thought “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?” This scene is the Farrellys’ homage to the famous Marx Brothers stateroom scene from A Night at the Opera. Do you think the Farrelly brothers weren’t aware of that? My point is that if it’s good enough for the Farrelly brothers, it’s good enough for you.

“Good artists copy. Great artists steal.”

— Pablo Picasso (maybe)

There’s a lot of comedy out there. And your objective isn’t to avoid it like the plague. Your job is to transform it into your own voice, which means if you don’t know A Night at the Opera, you don’t know a hundred years of film comedy, fifty years of television comedy, 400 years of vaudeville, music hall, popular entertainment, which means you’re not doing your job. You’ve got to at least know where this comes from. And then, steal like crazy. Only always be careful to call it homage.

MARY’S DAD

You’re looking at him. C’mere and take a look at this thing.

TED

No, that’s really unneces . . .

But the Officer’s already climbing in the window. Once inside, he turns his flashlight on Ted and WHISTLES.

Any parents of teenage sons put there? When your teenager did something stupid, what did you say to him? When I ask this in my seminars, the answer usually is: “What the hell were you thinking?”

POLICE OFFICER

Oh Jesus. What the hell were you thinking?

Oftentimes writers try to find the most original turn of phrase, the brilliant bon mot. But comedy is based upon quick recognition and telling the truth about life. So you don’t have to reinvent the wheel. Find the proper metaphor and then don’t invent the situation, re-live it, remember it, and draw on what is already there as opposed to needing to always be so damn original that no one recognizes anything. You don’t need to be clever. More times than not, what your dialogue needs to be is simple, direct, and honest.

POLICE OFFICER

How the hell did you get the zipper all the way to the top?

MARY’S DAD

(to the police officer)

Well let’s just say the kid’s limber.

Mary’s mom sprays Ted’s dick with Bactine and he screams.

TED

OOOOOOWWWWWWW! What the? God.

As the police officer starts to climb through the window, the BATHROOM DOOR OPENS AND A FIREMAN ENTERS.

FIREMAN

Someone’s going to have to move that station wagon out front so I can get the truck in here.

Ted is looking at him and then looks outside.

The police officer is inside the bathroom now.

POLICE OFFICER

Take a look at what this numbnuts did.

POV of the FIREMAN — REVEAL TED’S DICK STUCK IN THE ZIPPER.

FIREMAN

Holyshit!

(starts laughing)

He picks up his Walkie-talkie and presses the button — STILL LAUGHING.

FIREMAN

Mike, Eddie, quick bring everybody, bring the camera, you’re not going to believe this. We got a kid down here.

(to Ted)

What’s your name?

TED

No, I’m . . .

The stand-up comic Lenny Clark plays the Fireman, and his reaction to Ted’s dilemma is outright laughter. Each character’s reaction to Ted’s problem, and therefore the comedy, is generated by their individual perceptions and reactions. The dad — a little far-sighted, so he has to lean in a bit too close — oooh! His flinch is one that all guys everywhere can relate to. The mom is a dental hygienist. What are moms’ solution to any problem? Put a little Bactine on it. The cop, who reacts just like your dad would. And the fireman who just finds this hysterical. After all, firemen see burnt bodies all the time. A penis in a zipper? To him, that’s comedy. Meanwhile, Ted, the main character, doesn’t have to power the comedy forward, he simply has to act believably in unbelievable circumstances.

The police officer starts ROLLING UP HIS SLEEVES.

POLICE OFFICE

Look, there’s only one thing to do here.

TED

What? I have an idea. Look, look, we don’t have to do anything, cuz I’ll wear this over the front. Look, I can go to the prom, we’ll deal with this later.

“I’ll wear this over the front. Look, I can go to the prom, we’ll deal with this later.” This is the essential equation of comedy: a (less-than) ordinary guy or gal struggling against insurmountable odds without many of the required skills and tools with which to win yet never giving up hope.

FIREMAN

Relax, you already laid the tracks, that’s the hard part. Now, we’re just going to back it up.

SHOT ON TED — LOOKS TERRIFIED

MARY’S MOM

Be brave.

POLICE OFFICER

Just like pulling off a Band Aid.

The Officer reaches down and takes hold of the zipper.

POLICE OFFICER

Ah, one, and a two.

Switch POV to-The fireman looks away in fear, and Mary’s mom hugs Mary’s dad

POLICE OFFICER

And a . . .

CUT TO:

PARAMEDIC

We got a bleeder!

EXT. MARY’S HOUSE — NIGHT

TWO PARAMEDICS rush Ted out the front door on a stretcher. Mary runs alongside him holding a towel on his crotch, while a THIRD PARAMEDIC dabs at his crotch with a towel. Mary’s Mom and Dad are out front along with two FIRETRUCKS, four POLICE CARS, and a crowd of about thirty NEIGHBORS.

We titled this chapter “The Worst Day of My Life.” You develop your premise to its logical, yet absurd, conclusion. NOW it’s the worst day of Ted’s life, as the entire neighborhood, along with cops, firemen, assorted paramedics, and of course Mary, all witness his utter humiliation.


CHAPTER 9

POSITIVE ACTION

[image: image]

“My girlfriend wants to get married. I tell you — I hope she meets somebody nice.”

— Adam Ferrara

When I was first conceptualizing some of the tools in this book, I was also directing one of the American classic comedies, The Front Page, for my theater company Manhattan Punch Line. The Front Page concerns a Chicago newspaper reporter, Hildy Johnson, who’s quitting the newspaper business to go east and marry his fiancée. Meanwhile, his hard-driving editor, Walter Burns, is moving heaven and earth to try to convince his star reporter Hildy to stay and cover the hottest story of the century. There’s a scene in which Hildy has to explain to his increasingly frustrated fiancée why he can’t leave just yet. It’s supposed to be a comical love spat, but no matter how many times we rehearsed the scene, it still played like warmed-over Strindberg. I was almost reduced to the comedy director’s classic cop-out (“Hey, just have fun with it — keep it light — make it funny!”) when from a corner of the rehearsal room Brad Bellamy, who was playing another reporter in the show, laconically offered, “Don’t make it an argument; you need to protect the possibility of a happy ending.”

That’s what Positive Action is. Positive Action is the idea that everything your characters do, they do in the hope or the belief that it’s going to work and make their lives, even infinitesimally, better. Every action the Non-Hero takes is done with the (sometimes stupid) expectation that it will work, or at least make a bad situation better. It’s not an action performed in a positive way; rather, it’s an action that’s designed to bring about a positive (i.e., selfish) result for the character. Everything your characters do is because your characters actually think it’s going to work. If your characters didn’t think it (their action) would work, why would they bother doing it?

YOU EVER EAT THE BARK OFF OF A PINEAPPLE?

There’s a scene from “The Baby Shower” episode in Seinfeld where Kramer has crashed the baby shower that Elaine is throwing and is chatting up one of the attendees.

INT. JERRY’S APARTMENT

KRAMER is FLIRTING with a FEMALE GUEST

KRAMER

Yeah, I eat the whole apple. The core, stem, seeds, everything. Did you ever eat the bark off a pineapple?

(Flashes a “come hither” smile)

I think we can all agree that “I eat the whole apple — core, stem, seeds, everything” is not a great pick-up line. But it is to Kramer. To him, that’s a positive action, an action that says, I’m gonna score tonight. After that line, he flashes a grin as though he’s expecting to hear her say “Do you want to get out of here? Want to go some place a little quieter?” Even though we can see that he’s insane, that Kramer’s not going to get what he wants, he doesn’t see it because he’s a Non-Hero. Positive Action makes Kramer undeservedly confidant that his pineapple seduction will succeed. The character’s got to believe that the line is the deal-closer. In fact, a lot of unnecessary dialogue can be eliminated if you realize that your character thinks the first line he or she says is going to receive a “Yes.” Your character doesn’t know that you have a volley planned. As far as the character knows, “Have you ever eaten the bark off of a pineapple?” is going to get a “Let’s go someplace where we can talk.” That’s what the character’s ear is listening for. So if or when the character hears something else, that’s when the character experiences expectation versus reality.

DRIVING THE BUS

A negative action isn’t negative or bad in the sense that it’s not a good choice — a negative action is just an action that creates a dramatic, as opposed to a comic, moment. A negative action reveals the character’s emotional state without actively working toward a solution. In a drama or dramatic moment, it’s usual, even required, for characters to stop at points to reveal their inner thoughts and feelings. Because in Hamlet, say, we want to be allowed into the character’s inner thoughts and emotions. Comedy is more like a shark. A character has to keep moving toward what wins for them, their ultimate goal.

Let’s say you’re writing a movie about a bus driver. The driver is dealing with some weighty problems. He thinks his wife is cheating on him or his kid is on drugs. If the bus driver suffers in silence, or pulls over to the side of the road when the bus is empty to have a sad moment by himself, you’ve created a drama. Both are negative actions, because neither action (or lack of action) has the possibility of making things better for the driver or solving his problem. But maybe the driver’s got some crazy idea that if he can just get home from his route, say, ten minutes early, maybe he can catch his wife, or catch his kid smoking dope. So the bus driver tries to go through his route faster than ever before, barreling at 80, 90 miles an hour, blowing past bewildered commuters waiting at their bus stops, as passengers hang on for dear life. We may feel bad for the driver, but we clearly see that he’s a maniac, justification or no. The bus driver is using a positive action to try to solve his problem, hoping (if he’s sane), or confident (if he’s Kramer), that something good will come out of it. And you’ve created a comic sequence.

PAINTING THE PORTRAIT OF YOUR CHARACTER

The other thing the bus driver is doing is painting the portrait of your own character. In the first example, the bus driver is portrayed as a sensitive Hero, suffering the slings and arrows of others, while behaving blamelessly himself. In the second example, our driver still suffers, but now the writer (and hopefully the actor playing him) lets us see the driver himself, in all his glorious, idiotic humanity. The writer or performer is painting the portrait of his own character. Painting the portrait of your own character allows the audience to see that the character is wrong, and see all the wrong things the character is doing to try to get what he or she wants.

The following is another scene from “The Baby Shower” Seinfeld episode. Jerry is minding his own business, trying to stay out of the way of the baby shower proceedings when Mary, a girl he once briefly dated, approaches him.

MARY approaches Jerry with a tense smile on her face. Jerry looks confused.

MARY

Jerry?! Remember me?

JERRY

I’m sorry, I . . .

MARY

(seething)

Mary Contardi. No? Doesn’t ring a bell, Jerry?

We had a date, three years ago. You took me to one of your shows.

JERRY

(Stammering) Oh, I, I, think I remember . . .

MARY

Told me you had a great time! Said you’d call me the next day.

JERRY

Well, I’m sure I meant to call . . . I probably just lost your . . .

MARY

(screaming)

Liar! Liar! You were never going to call me!

We’ve all been there, haven’t we? She’s been in pain. She’s carried this hurt around. And now she’s doing something to make it better — a Positive Action. Positive Action isn’t a denial of pain, or making light of pain; positive action acknowledges pain and tries to do something about it. This is partly in the writing, but also a great deal of it is in the performance. The actress is letting you see her character clearly, without making her own character “right” while making Jerry’s character “wrong.” In a dramatic version of this scene, Mary’s anger and pain casts a negative light on Jerry and a sympathetic light on herself. Her blame and anger are justified, and presented in an appropriate fashion. Appropriate, rational, logical. She’s appropriately angry. Appropriately upset. And she makes Jerry the bad guy. In the comic version, the light, both negative and positive, is focused on Mary herself. Yes, she’s been hurt — but she’s also a little bit of a maniac. She’s sharing that negative aspect of herself, painting the portrait of her own character.

MARY

You thought you could waltz through the rest of your life and never bump into me again! But you were wrong, Jerry! You were wrong! What do you think, I’m some sort of poor, pathetic wretch?!

JERRY

I didn’t think that . . .

EVERYONE is watching them now.

Positive Action can also be thought of as selfish action. She’s not worried about ruining the shower or hurting people’s feelings. She’s finally getting to call a guy out on his bad behavior, striking a blow for women everywhere!

MARY

Some person who could be dismissed and ignored?! Some insignificant piece of dust?! Some person who doesn’t deserve your respect and your attention?! You’re the one that doesn’t deserve my respect and my attention! You’re the insignificant piece of dust!

With a triumphant smile, she storms out.

She’s transformed her pain into something positive (at least in her head). She’s able to exit in victory, with her head held high. Positive Action allows her to both triumph and appear crazy while she’s doing it. Because in comedy, characters protect themselves with a screen door. In other words, the character’s defenses are feeble; things get through. Actors in comedy have the obligation to express external or internal reality. So if the actress playing Mary were protecting herself and not looking as crazy as she is, she would be missing some of, if not all of, the comedy in the scene. Comedy requires the actress not to make something up, not to exaggerate, but simply to let that moment exist truthfully in a communicative way to an audience.

If an actor plays the same dialogue, but takes pains to appear normal and justified, appropriately angry, appropriately upset, her voice raised to an appropriate pitch and level, the actor would be telling a lie. What lie? That in stressful situations, we always act appropriately, and the blame must lie on someone else.

One of the hardest things about comedy for actors is that, as human beings, we all want to be in the right. We all want to look good. We all want to be good. And comedy is the subversion of that. In acting school, actors have learned to be the best of everything. The best walkers. The best talkers. The best fencers. The best poets. The best.

But in comedy, we ask them to not be the best. Sometimes we ask them to be the worst. Some actors have a hard time allowing themselves to appear “less than.” Even the stupidest actor in the world will say “I don’t want to play that, the character’s not stupid!” Nobody in the world wants to appear like an idiot. But actors in comedy have to. In comedy, you’ve got to love the pie. You want the pie to land on your face; you want to be the clown. You want your characters to accept their own flawed humanity. So part of Positive Action is the idea that the actor has to allow the character to be perceived the way the character is, as opposed to justifying the character’s anger, or cowardice, or whatever. The character’s allowed to be angry, but we also get to see that she’s freaking insane.

SO GOOD AT BEING BAD

Oftentimes your most downright despicable and devious characters are also your most delightful. So is being a negative creep funny?

Not really.

Sure, your characters can be nasty. Very, very nasty. But not nasty for nastiness’s sake. They’re nasty because it helps them, because it allows them to win in the moment, or achieve something they’re after. Characters being mean or negative out of anger or malice are rarely funny. But notice that Louis De Palma from Taxi and David Spade from . . . well, everything . . . are not mean out of malice — they’re bastards because it improves their day! It’s positive for them.

In As Good As It Gets, Jack Nicholson plays Melvin Udall, an obsessive-compulsive misanthrope.

INT. PUBLISHER’S OFFICE - DAY

ZOE, the receptionist, is watching a conversation very closely between a FEMALE EXECUTIVE and MELVIN UDALL

FEMALE EXECUTIVE (O.S.)

Yes, you write more than anyone else. Yes, you make us a lot of money, but isn’t there someone more appropriate to . . .

MELVIN

I need this. Just say, “Melvin, I’ll try,” okay?

FEMALE EXECUTIVE

(resigned)

Melvin, I’ll try.

MELVIN

Thank you.

FEMALE EXECUTIVE

Now, on a pleasant note, our son got accepted at Brown. My husband . . .

MELVIN

(curtly, to EXECUTIVE)

Ah, yeah, good, nice, thrilled, exciting. You don’t have you to wait with me.

The EXECUTIVE, insulted, leaves in a huff.

Now why do we like Melvin in As Good As It Gets? He’s a horrible person. He’s homophobic and misogynistic. He’s rude to people. Why is he sympathetic? More to the point, why do we find him funny? Part of the reason is that being mean is simply his way of winning. He’s less concerned with hurting other people’s feelings than helping himself. In this scene, Melvin is trying to avoid being trapped by his number one fan, Zoe:

Melvin walks toward the elevator.

ZOE

(stopping him)

I can’t resist. You usually move through here so quickly and I have so many questions I want to ask you. You have no idea what your work means to me.

Melvin looks at the elevator impatiently.

MELVIN

What’s it mean to you?

ZOE

That somebody out there knows what it’s like to be . . .

(taps her head and heart)

in here.

MELVIN

Oh God, this is like a nightmare.

Zoe comes out from behind the desk, excited to talk to him.

ZOE

Aw come on, just a couple of questions — how hard is that?

Melvin hits the button and hits the button wanting to get out of there.

ZOE

How do you write women so well?

MELVIN

(as he turns toward her)

I think of a man and take away reason and accountability.

Zoe is jolted as the elevator doors open and close.

Now, that’s a very sexist thing to say. But he’s not saying it because he wants to hurt her. He’s saying it because he wants to help himself out of what is, to him, an extremely uncomfortable situation. Besides being a sexist remark, it’s also a pretty clever one, correct? Well, it should be — Melvin’s response to the question was actually first said by author John Updike when he was asked the same question. Again, good artists copy, great artists steal.

And of course, the most objectionable man of all . . . .

Basil Fawlty from John Cleese’s British series Fawlty Towers.

Fawlty Towers has, in my opinion, the best twelve episodes of situation comedy ever made in the English language. There might be something funnier in Finnish that I haven’t heard of, but the mere dozen episodes of this series, in terms of construction, writing, and character, are kind of perfect. And in the following scene from “The Hotel Inspectors,” Basil, an absolutely terrible hotelier, is afraid that the man he’s talking to, Mr. Walt, is a hotel inspector and he’s doing everything he can to ensure a good report, including choking a complaining guest, Mr. Hutchinson, into unconsciousness. Soon Mr. Hutchinson wakes up . . . .

INT. FRONT LOBBY — FAWLTY TOWERS HOTEL

BASIL FAWLTY is at the front desk. MR. WALT is waiting patiently.

BASIL

Oh, I’m so sorry to have left you. I trust you enjoyed your meal?

MR. WALT

Yes. Thank you, I was wondering . . .

BASIL

(anxiously cuts him off)

The casserole was really good was it?

MR. WALT

It was adequate.

BASIL

(smiling nervously)

Oh quite, yes exactly. I’m afraid our chef at lunch today is not our regular. Incidentally, I’m sorry about that poor chap choking himself like that.

MR. WALT

I was wondering if you had a telephone I might be able to use.

BASIL

Oh yes, please,

(hands him the phone)

I don’t know how he managed to do it but uh.

A disheveled MR. HUTCHINSON comes around the corner. Basil tries to contain the damage.

BASIL (CONT’D)

There he is, good. Hello Mr. Hutchinson, there you are. Quite a shame about that bit of cheese getting stuck in the old wind pipe like that. Would you like to go in there and discuss it?

Mr. Hutchinson points to behind the desk.

MR. HUTCHINSON

No, I’d prefer to come in here and discuss it.

BASIL

Fine, I’m afraid it’s a little bit of a mess . . .

Mr. Hutchinson PUNCHES Basil in the face knocking him to the floor. Basil pops up cheerfully, hoping Mr. Walt didn’t notice.

BASIL (CONT’D)

Well that lie down seems to have done me some good.

Mr. Hutchinson socks it to him again, first in the face and then in the stomach.

BASIL (CONT’D)

(to Mr. Walt)

Sorry about this.

Even though Basil is receiving a beat-down from Mr. Hutchinson, he’s still protecting the possibility of a happy ending — getting a positive review from the hotel inspector, or at least avoiding a negative one.

Mr. Hutchinson hits Basil in the face then knees him in the groin. Basil falls out of sight behind the desk.

MR. HUTCHINSON

(to Basil, on the floor)

I’m not a violent man, Mr. Fawlty.

BASIL (O.C.)

Oh, yes?

MR. HUTCHINSON

No I’m not, but when I’m insulted and then attacked I prefer to rely on my own mettle than call the police.

BASIL (O.C.)

Do you? Do you really?

MR. HUTCHINSON

Yes I do. Now stand up like a man, come on.

BASIL (O.C.)

A bit of trouble with the old leg.

MR. HUTCHINSON

Come on! Yeah!

Basil stands up with the front desk bell in his hand.

BASIL

(to Mr. Walt)

Look what I found!

MR. HUTCHINSON

Yes, I hope I’ve made my point.

BASIL

(to Hutchinson)

Absolutely yes.

(to Mr. Walt)

I’ve been looking for that.

MR. HUTCHINSON

I would just like to say, I would just like to say that this hotel is extremely inefficient and badly run and you are a very rude and discourteous man, Mr. Fawlty.

Basil is doing his best to keep composure. He widens his smile.

BASIL

(laughing)

Ha ha ha.

MR. HUTCHINSON

Did I say something funny Mr. Fawlty?

BASIL

Well sort of pithy I suppose.

MR. HUTCHINSON

Oh yeah really?! Well here’s the punch line.

He jabs Basil in the ribs with his elbow. Basil falls behind the desk again.

MR. HUTCHINSON (CONT’D)

Now I’m going to fetch my belongings and I do not expect to receive a bill.

Hutchinson straightens his tie and exits.

SYBIL, Basil’s long-suffering wife, enters and sees Basil on the floor. She leans over as she walks through.

SYBIL

(cheerfully)

You’ve handled that then, have you Basil?

This is Sybil’s positive action. She has to live with him and these pointed digs of hers are her way of handling the years of frustration of living with an idiot. Eventually Basil discovers that Mr. Walt is not a hotel inspector, but rather a traveling salesman. As Mr. Hutchinson begins to leave the hotel Basil has his revenge.
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Andrew Sachs, Bernard Cribbins, and John Cleese in Fawlty Towers.

Just then three men in suits walk through the door.

FIRST MAN

Twenty-six bedrooms, twelve with private bathrooms.

SECOND MAN

Yes, well why don’t you have dinner here and Chris and I can try the Camelot?

The three men approach the front desk.

FIRST MAN

Okay, the owner is one Basil Fawlty.

The second man rings the bell. Mr. Hutchinson comes down the stairs. On his way out he is stopped by Manuel.

MANUEL

Oh please Senor, Mr. Fawlty want to say adios.

Just then Basil hits Mr. Hutchinson in the groin with a pie and another in the face.

Basil then picks up Mr. Hutchinson’s bag and holds it open for Manuel.

BASIL

(to Manuel)

Please.

Manuel pours a full pitcher of cream into the bag.

The COLONEL approaches them.

BASIL (CONT’D)

(to the COLONEL)

Just a minute.

Basil shakes up the bag and pushes Mr. Hutchinson out the door. He kisses Manuel-a job well done-on the forehead. Pleased with himself, Basil returns to the front desk where the three men are waiting for him.

Fawlty’s attack on Hutchinson is another example of Positive Action. Everything Fawlty does, he does for his own benefit. So when he’s hitting the guy with pies, pouring milk in his briefcase and pushing him out the door, there’s no anger or hatred. It’s not necessary, because it’s all triumph, it’s all joy. And he ends that joyful moment with something that he rarely does with Manuel, which is give him a kiss on the forehead.

BASIL

Good afternoon gentlemen, what can I do for you?

As he looks up, he realizes that they ARE THE INSPECTORS!

BASIL (CONT’D)

AAAAHHH!!!

NEGATIVE ISN’T NEGATIVE

Positive Action is allowing your character to think that the action they’re taking might actually work. A dramatic moment can be created by negative action. Those are necessary in comedies as well. Every comedy has to have dark moments. That’s when your character gives up. Despairs. When the character is aware that his actions won’t help him, no matter what. When hope is taken out of the equation.

In Groundhog Day, it finally becomes apparent that no matter how hard he tries to manipulate things, Phil (Bill Murray) is simply not going to be able to get Rita (Andie MacDowell) into bed. At that point, he becomes depressed and gives up. He’s lying in bed, staring up at the camera and says, echoing the cheerful morning radio DJs in a quiet, defeated voice, “OK, campers, rise and shine. And don’t forget your booties, cause it’s cold out there!” He then adds his own weather prediction, “It’s cold out there every day.” A few scenes later, a haggard, desperate Phil gives his weather forecast to Rita: “You want a prediction about the weather, you’re asking the wrong Phil. I’ll give you a winter prediction: It’s going to be cold, it’s going to be grey, and it’s going to last you the rest of your life.” When a character plays a negative action, the result is drama.


CHAPTER 10

ACTIVE EMOTION
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“I was on the subway the other day, and the guy next to me was crying over a book. He was actually crying. So, I leaned over — I go, ‘You don’t know how to read, either?’”

— Mike Birbiglia

Horace Walpole is said to have written that “The world is a comedy to those that think; a tragedy to those that feel,” leading some to think that true emotion has no place in comedy. The result is that you sometimes see mugging and other distorted behaviors because, after all, it’s only a comedy. And, of course, that’s wrong.

Part of the misconception stems from the idea that dramatic acting is “real,” and that great actors have a great range of emotions, certainly more than non-actors. The only problem with that is it reveals a misunderstanding of acting, and therefore, playing comedy.

HAND SLAPPING GAME

Remember the game of hand slaps? We used to play it when I was a kid. What you do is place your hands palm up, and your opponent places his hands palms down on top of yours. The object is to slap the top of your opponent’s hands before he can move them away. If you miss the slap, you change places, with your hands on top getting slapped, and your partner’s hands underneath, doing the slapping.
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In my workshop, I’ll bring up a volunteer to play the game, first making sure that the person is a non-performer. I’ll instruct the audience to closely watch what emotions the volunteer might be expressing. And then I’ll quickly and sharply slap his hands — over and over and over again. Cause I’m really good at this game. Occasionally I’ll find someone who is equally good, and they’ll make me miss, and we’ll swap sides, but more often I’ll simply keep slapping his hands until I lose on purpose, and then give the volunteer the opportunity for some healthy, hard, revenge slaps. This will go on for about a minute.

I’ll then ask the audience to shout out the emotions they saw: Frustration. Confusion. Anger. Triumph. Revenge. Glee. Embarrassment. Concentration. Pleasure. Pain. Disappointment. Joy. Strategizing. Fear. Focus. Anticipation. Surprise. Determination. Excitement. Amusement. They usually shout out between ten to twenty emotional states. And I’ll say, “You know what? Laurence Olivier couldn’t perform that many emotions in that short amount of time!”

The point is, you and your actors have everything that they need to play comedy. They are human beings. And if you simply react in a natural, normal way, that will be the correct emotional state for the characters to be in. You don’t have to pretend an emotion. You have everything that you need to perform comedy. You’re human.

Active Emotion is more of a directing and performing tool, but it’s also useful for writers to understand it. Active Emotion is the emotion that naturally occurs to the performer in the course of trying to win. It’s the idea that the emotion that is created by simply being in the situation is the exact right emotion to be having. If you’re slapped in the face or kissed in the course of a scene, you don’t have to pretend or “act” a reaction. The feelings and emotions that arise from actually being kissed or slapped, in both quality and intensity, are exactly the same for the character you’re playing. As you’re going through the scenario — not even as the character, but as the actor, as a human being — what you’re experiencing is the right emotional beat to take. To try to invent something better than what you’re actually experiencing can possibly lead to poor acting choices. Active Emotion is the idea that the emotion that the actual performer has on stage or on set is the right emotional line to take.

JERRY AND THE COUCH

In the pilot of Seinfeld, when it was still called The Seinfeld Chronicles, there’s a scene in Jerry’s apartment. Jerry is in sweats about to watch a Mets game he’s taped on a VCR. Remember VHS? (OK, I’m old.)

JERRY is watching TV.

The phone rings, Jerry picks it up.

JERRY

If you know what happened in the Mets game, don’t say anything, I taped it, hello . . . Yeah, no, I’m sorry, you have the wrong number. . .Yeah, no.

There is a knock at the door.

JERRY (CONT’D)

Yeah?

KRAMER enters.

KRAMER

Are you up?

JERRY

(to Kramer)

Yeah . . .

(to phone)

Yeah, people do move! Have you ever seen the big trucks out on the street? Yeah, no problem.

Jerry hangs up the phone.

KRAMER

Boy, the Mets blew it tonight, huh?

JERRY

(upset)

Ooohhhh, what are you doing? Kramer, it’s a tape!

Jerry slides off the couch very dramatically and sits on the floor.

I taped the game, it’s one o’clock in the morning! I avoided human contact all night to watch this.

If someone comes in and tells you the score to one of 162 games, does that knock you off the couch? Maybe it does, but what’s the usual demonstration of Jerry’s displeasure that we’re used to seeing? That click of the tongue and exasperated sigh, right? In this first episode, in one of Seinfeld’s first acting roles, he (I’m guessing here) was encouraged to exaggerate a bit. Because it’s comedy, right?

Now maybe if you’re insane or a crazy character. But to push it to some kind of “pretend” emotion or reaction is a mistake in comedy. To my eye, Jerry is pretending to be knocked off the couch as opposed to just trusting that whatever level of disappointment that he — not the character but simply him as a human being — would have in that moment. Active Emotion tells me that Jerry is faking, which just detracts from the scene for me. (Check it out yourself — it’s in Season 1 in the boxed set. They’ll be pleased to sell one to you.)

“YOU HAVE EXTRACTED AN ASTONISHING AMOUNT FROM THIS LITTLE SCRAP”

Comedy tells the truth and so Active Emotion is a tool for actors to approach playing scenes. There’s this scene from “The Abstinence” episode of Seinfeld in which George, watching Jeopardy, becomes a genius because of an unusual change in his daily routine.

Int. Jerry’s apartment - night

GEORGE

What is Tungsten or Wolfram?

ALEX TREBEK (ON TV)

We were looking for ‘What is Tungsten, or Wolfram’.

JERRY

Is this a repeat?

George gets up and walks into the kitchen.

GEORGE

No, no, no. Just lately, I’ve been thinking a lot clearer. Like this afternoon,

(to television)

What is chicken Kiev,

(to Jerry)

I really enjoyed watching a documentary with Louise.

JERRY

Louise! That’s what’s doing it. You’re no longer pre-occupied with sex, so your mind is able to focus.

GEORGE

You think?

JERRY

Yeah. I mean, let’s say this is your brain.

(holds lettuce head)

Okay, from what I know about you, your brain consists of two parts: the intellect, represented here

(pulls off tiny piece of lettuce)

and the part obsessed with sex.

(shows remaining lettuce head)

Now granted, you have extracted an astonishing amount from this little scrap.

(George reacts with a kind of a “hey it was nothing” little grin and shrug)

But with no-sex-Louise, this previously useless lump is now functioning for the first time in its existence.

(eats tiny piece of lettuce)

GEORGE

Oh my God. I just remembered where I left my retainer in second grade. I’ll see ya.

George THROWS the finished Rubik’s cube to a bewildered Jerry and he exits.

I love that moment — George being all proud and pleased with himself that he was able to accomplish so much with so little — and I love that little “Oh it was nothin’” toss of the head. “You have extracted an astonishing amount from this little scrap.” That’s got to be one of the world’s worst compliments. And if you’re given a compliment, even the world’s worst compliment can’t help but make you feel good. That’s Active Emotion, meaning that the best comic acting you can do in that scene is what you would do in that situation, how you would react.

I do an experiment in my workshops. I’ll walk up to a someone in the audience and ask them if they’re a writer.

“Yes.”

“Have I read anything you’ve written?”

“No.”

“But I have — I snuck a peek during lunch. And it was bad. I mean, really bad. I mean, really really bad. How does that make you feel?”

“Bad.”

“EVEN THOUGH YOU KNOW IT’S A LIE!!” I turn to someone else. “Have I read anything you’ve written?”

Now, there’s hesitation. “Uh . . . no?”

“But I have! During lunch!”

A tense pause.

“And I LOVED IT! It was golden! It was . . . it made me feel ten years younger! It made me glad to be alive! How does that make you feel?”

“Great!”

“EVEN THOUGH IT’S A FUCKING LIE!!”

Because what’s human is that no matter how bad a compliment is, it still makes you feel good. And no matter how false a criticism is, it makes you feel bad. That’s the whole secret of Active Emotion — we all have the ability to feel those emotions and so do your characters. The best comedy comes from moments like that — small, human moments. It’s not just about punch line, punch line, punch line.

For directors, it’s a tool to encourage your actors to tell the truth. Even in the wildest comedies, directors have to help actors find choices that come from a real place. The best comic actors know this instinctively. In preparing for Night at the Museum, Ben Stiller peppered the writer and director with questions that would help keep him grounded, and therefore grounded the silliness of the movie in some emotional reality (“Why am I enemies with Attila the Hun if I’m friends with the cavemen? What’s the rationale?”).

The truth might not be the biggest reaction you could come up with, but if you shoot for something that the performer can’t support truthfully, it distances the audience from the story (remember the fainting in Alex & Emma?) and so won’t succeed as comedy or as narrative.

WRITERS, BEWARE

As for writers: Writers, please watch out for your parentheticals.

(laughs hysterically)

(bawling)

(shrieks)

All that stuff hurts because actors are dutiful creatures. They want to please you and if it says (cries hysterically) they’ll try to execute, whether it’s right for the moment or not. The writer can dictate what the character will say and do, but comedy is an actor-centric activity, and it’s dangerous to dictate how the actor should feel. Just write it and trust that if it’s well-written, the actors will get to where you need them to be. And if it’s not well-written, well then (cries hysterically) is really not going to be of much help anyway.


CHAPTER 11

STRAIGHT LINE/WAVY LINE

[image: image]

Bud Abbott and Lou Costello’s “Who’s On First?” from The Naughty Nineties.

“When I started, I used to think that comedy was watching someone do something silly. We later came to realize that comedy was watching someone watch someone do something silly.”

— John Cleese

And finally, the idea of Straight Line/Wavy Line.

We’ve been told that comedy is about a straight man and a comic. A funny guy who says and does funny things, and a straight man — someone who can act as a foil to the comic, and occasionally sing a song.

But comedy isn’t dependent on a straight man and a comic. That’s not to say there haven’t been many great comedy duos. They were my idols: Laurel & Hardy; Abbott & Costello; Hope and Crosby; George Burns and Gracie Allen; Jerry Lewis and Dean Martin. But the dynamic at work in these teams is not simply that of the straight man shoveling set-ups to the funny clown. The reality is that comedy is teamwork, and each member of that team plays a vital part in the comic scenario.

Rather than Straight Man and Comic, the term that I use is Straight Line/Wavy Line. The dynamic of Straight Line/Wavy Line is the idea that comedy isn’t us watching somebody do something funny, but rather us watching someone watch someone do something funny. Straight Line/Wavy Line is:

• The one who does not see and the one who does.

• The one blind to, or creating, the problem, and the one struggling with the problem.

• The essential dynamic of comic focus, not character.

A Straight Line is the character in a scene who is traveling in a Straight Line with blinders on, blind to the problem or creating, contributing to, or exacerbating it. In the meantime, the Wavy Line is the character in the scene struggling with the problem, able to see it, but because he’s a Non-Hero, unable to solve it.

ONE SEES, ONE DOESN’T

The best way to demonstrate this would be to take a look at a sketch by what we would consider to be the quintessential straight man and comic. That would be, arguably, Abbott & Costello. Lou Costello was the comic in the duo, and Bud Abbott was the quintessential straight man, and without a doubt their most famous routine was their classic bit, “Who’s On First?”

Abbott & Costello are at the baseball field (ON STAGE).

ABBOTT

Strange as it may seem, they give ballplayers nowadays very peculiar names.

COSTELLO

Funny names?

ABBOTT

Nicknames. Now on the St. Louis team we have Who’s on first, What’s on second, I Don’t Know’s on third.

COSTELLO

That’s what I want to find out. I want you to tell me the names of the fellas on the St. Louis team.

ABBOTT

I’m telling you, Who’s on first, What’s on second, I Don’t Know’s on third.

COSTELLO

You know the fellas names?

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

Well, then who’s playing first?

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

I mean the fella’s name on first base.

ABBOTT

Who.

COSTELLO

The fella playing first base for St. Louis.

ABBOTT

Who.

COSTELLO

The guy on first base.

ABBOTT

Who is on first!

COSTELLO

Well, what are you askin’ me for?

ABBOTT

I’m not asking you, I am telling you. Who is on first.

COSTELLO

I’m asking YOU — who’s on first?

ABBOTT

That’s the man’s name.

COSTELLO

That’s who’s name?

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

Well go ahead and tell me.

ABBOTT

Who.

COSTELLO

The guy on first.

ABBOTT

Who!

COSTELLO

The first baseman.

ABBOTT

Who is on first.

COSTELLO

Have you got a first baseman on first?

ABBOTT

Certainly.

COSTELLO

Then who is playing first?

ABBOTT

Absolutely.

COSTELLO

When you pay off the first baseman every month, who gets the money?

ABBOTT

Every dollar of it. And why not, the man’s entitled to it.

COSTELLO

Who is?

ABBOTT

Yeah.

COSTELLO

So who gets it?

ABBOTT

Why shouldn’t he? Sometimes his wife comes down and collects it.

COSTELLO

Whose wife?

ABBOTT

Yes.

Pause while Costello makes some frustrated noises.

One of these guys is blind and one sees. At first blush, you might think that Abbott “sees” and Costello is “blind” — Abbott has all the information, and Costello doesn’t know the names of the players and can’t keep up. But a closer look reveals that Abbott is the one who doesn’t see. What he doesn’t see is that he’s confusing Costello. With a more perceptive Abbott, perhaps the conversation goes this way:

COSTELLO

You know the fellows’ names?

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

Well, then who’s playing first?

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

I mean the fellow’s name on first base.

ABBOTT

Wait. I can see what’s confusing you. It’s because the names are strange, like Sam Who and Joe What. I know it’s crazy. Get it? It sounds like I’m asking you “who?” but I’m just telling you his last name.

COSTELLO

Oh. Thanks.

Not so funny, right? The comedy depends upon Abbott’s inability to see exactly what’s confusing Costello. If Abbott saw the source of the confusion, he’d have to correct him, right? So the only way that the routine could work is for Abbott not to notice. He’s blind to what’s confusing Costello.

Even if Abbott is “blind,” how can we say that Costello is the one who “sees”? After all, Costello is an idiot, a fool in the classic sense. How do I know that Costello sees? Because Costello is about to learn about third base.

COSTELLO

All I’m trying to find out is what’s the guy’s name on first base?!

ABBOTT

No, What is on second!

COSTELLO

I’m not asking you who’s on second!

ABBOTT

Who is on first.

COSTELLO

That’s what I am trying to find out.

ABBOTT

Then don’t change the players around.

COSTELLO

I’m not changing nobody. What’s the guys name on first base?

ABBOTT

What’s the guys name on second base.

COSTELLO

I’m NOT asking you who’s on second!

ABBOTT

Who’s on first.

COSTELLO

I don’t know.

ABBOTT

Oh, he’s on third. We’re not talking about him.

COSTELLO rolls his eyes in frustration and hits the bat in his hand.

COSTELLO

How did I get on third base?

ABBOTT

Well, you mentioned his name.

COSTELLO

If I mentioned the third baseman’s name, who did I say’s playing third?

ABBOTT

No, Who is playing first.

COSTELLO

Stay off of first, would ya?

ABBOTT

Well, what do you want me to do?

COSTELLO

What’s the guy’s name on third base?

ABBOTT

What’s on second.

COSTELLO

I’m NOT asking you who’s on second.

ABBOTT

Who is on first.

COSTELLO

I don’t know.

ABBOTT

He’s on third.

COSTELLO

There I go back on third again.

ABBOTT

Well I can’t change their names.

COSTELLO

Would ya please stay on third base, Mister Broadhurst.

ABBOTT

Now what is it you want to know?

COSTELLO

What is the fella’s name on third base?

ABBOTT

What is the fella’s name on second base.

COSTELLO

I’m NOT ASKING YOU WHO’S ON SECOND!

ABBOTT

Who’s on first.

COSTELLO

I don’t know.

BOTH (quickly)

Third base!

Costello makes another weird noise in exasperation, like steam out of a kettle.

So Costello’s beginning to pick up on it. He doesn’t know why, but every time he says “I don’t know,” Abbott comes right back with “Third base.” He just doesn’t know how to make sense of it. Maybe if he were smarter, he could put it all together. But he’s not — he’s a Non-Hero. Yet he sees it. He’s aware of things. If you watch a clip of this, you’ll also notice that as Costello gets more and more frustrated, he also becomes more and more animated: emitting odd noises, flailing about, at one point seemingly screwing himself into the ground while steam practically vents from the top of his head. If comedy tells the truth, why are all these vaudeville turns so funny (and to me, they are). It’s because the Wavy Line, the human being in the scene, has the obligation to express his internal reality. All those comic noises are the external expression of an internal truth. If you could put a sound and a movement to frustration, that’s what it would look like.

COSTELLO

You got an outfield?

ABBOTT

Oh sure.

COSTELLO

St. Louis has got a good outfield?

ABBOTT

Oh, absolutely.

COSTELLO

The left fielder’s name?

ABBOTT

Why.

COSTELLO

(bouncing up and down)

I don’t know, I just thought I’d ask ya.

ABBOTT

Well I just thought I’d tell ya.

COSTELLO

Then tell me who is playing left field.

ABBOTT

WHO is playing first.

COSTELLO

Stay out of the infield!

ABBOTT

Don’t mention the names out here.

COSTELLO

I want to know what’s the fella’s name in left field.

ABBOTT

What is on second.

COSTELLO

I’m not asking you who’s on second.

ABBOTT

WHO is on first.

COSTELLO

I don’t know.

ABBOTT/COSTELLO

Third base.

Costello winds up and makes more noises in his deep frustration.

Of the two, Abbott & Costello, who do you find yourself caring about? Who has your emotional attention? For almost all of us, it’s poor, struggling, Costello. That’s what the Wavy Line does. The Wavy Line has our emotional focus, because the Wavy Line is our representative on stage or screen. He’s us in the scenario. He is the human being in the story.

ABBOTT

Take it easy, take it easy man.

COSTELLO

And the left fielder’s name?

ABBOTT

Why.

COSTELLO

Because.

ABBOTT

Oh he’s center field.

Costello hits himself on the head again and knocks the hat off for a second time.

ABBOTT (CONT’D)

Would you pick up your hat? Please. Pick up your hat.

Costello runs and picks up his hat.

COSTELLO

I want to know what’s the pitcher’s name.

ABBOTT

What’s on second!

COSTELLO

I don’t know.

They both point at each other as they say . . .

ABBOTT/COSTELLO

Third base!

Costello learns that, for some unexplained reason, every time he says, “I don’t know,” Abbott will say, “Third base.” He learns so well, in fact, that he can begin anticipating “third base” as soon as the phrase “I don’t know” is uttered. Costello “sees” the information that Abbott is giving him and struggles with the logical paradoxes. The Wavy Line’s subtext might go like this: “On the one hand, I’m getting answers to my questions, on the other hand, the answers make no sense, on the other hand, I’m learning the answers to the players’ names, on the other hand, who can make heads or tails of this? I don’t know, he’s on third!”

COSTELLO

You gotta catcher?

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

Catcher’s name?

ABBOTT

Today.

COSTELLO

Today. And tomorrow’s pitching?

ABBOTT

Now you’ve got it.

COSTELLO

That’s all, St. Louis has got a couple of days on the team, that’s all.

ABBOTT

Well I can’t help that.

Costello gets even more frustrated and starts shaking and making noises.

ABBOTT (CONT’D)

Alright. What do you want me to do?

Costello is almost to tears.

COSTELLO

Got a catcher?

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

I’m a good catcher too, ya know?

ABBOTT

I know that.

COSTELLO

I would like to play for the St. Louis team.

ABBOTT

Well I’m not going to arrange that, I . . .

COSTELLO

I would like to catch! Now, I’m being a good catcher, Tomorrow is pitching on the team and I’m catching.

ABBOTT

Yes.

COSTELLO

Tomorrow throws the ball and the guy up bunts the ball, now when he bunts the ball, me being a good catcher, I wanna throw the guy out at first base, so I pick up the ball and throw it to who?

ABBOTT

Now that’s the first thing you’ve said right.

COSTELLO

I DON’T EVEN KNOW WHAT I’M TALKING ABOUT!

ABBOTT & COSTELLO & JERRY & GEORGE

With Abbott & Costello, the comic Costello is the Wavy Line, and the straight man Abbott is the Straight Line. So would that relationship be the same in a contemporary comedy, say Seinfeld? In Seinfeld, who would be the “funny” ones and who would be the straight man? We would usually consider the straight man to be Jerry, with Kramer and George as the funny ones. The following is a scene from “The Abstinence” episode from Seinfeld. (We already took a look at a portion of it in Positive Action.)

INT. Jerry’s Apartment.

GEORGE is sitting on the couch watching Jeopardy and playing with a Rubik’s cube while JERRY is talking to him from the kitchen area.

JERRY

Fire drill, can you believe that?

GEORGE

Who is Pericles?

ALEX TREBEK (O.S.)

Pericles is correct.

JERRY

Like fire in a school is such a big deal.

KRAMER ENTERS the apartment.

KRAMER

You got any matches?

JERRY

Middle drawer.

GEORGE

Who is Sir Arthur Conan Doyle?

ALEX TREBEK (O.S.)

We were looking for ‘Who is Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.’

We can see that George is blind to the fact that, all of a sudden, he’s smart!

KRAMER

Thanks.

Kramer leaves.

The phone RINGS. Jerry picks it up.

JERRY

Hello.

KATIE (O.S.)

Jerry.

JERRY

Oh hi, Katie.

Kramer ENTERS again.

KRAMER

Ashtray?

JERRY

No, I don’t have any ashtrays.

KRAMER

Ooh, cereal bowls.

KATIE

Jerry, now don’t freak out, I’ll take care of it.

JERRY

No, Katie, don’t--

Jerry HANGS up the phone.

KRAMER

All right, thanks.

Kramer RUNS out.

GEORGE

What is Tungsten or Wolfram?

ALEX TREBEK

We were looking for ‘What is Tungsten, or Wolfram.’

JERRY

Is this a repeat?

Jerry, who up until this point has been distracted with Kramer running in and out and trying to get his neurotic agent off the phone, realizes that George — George, mind you — has been getting the answers right. Not just some of the answers. Not just most. ALL THE ANSWERS. When you watch the scene, what you notice is that Jerry is constantly pivoting his attention between Kramer, who’s creating a smoker’s haven in his apartment, Jerry’s crazy agent Katie, and George. Jerry sees it all, and can’t help but be distracted and just a little bit confused by it all. Kramer, George, and Katie all seem to be on their own tracks, though. Even though Jerry is the straight man, in this part of the scene, he’s the Wavy Line. The Wavy Line sees what’s in its environment but struggles with it, can’t solve it, because the Wavy Line is a Non-Hero. The Straight Line doesn’t see any problem because more often than not the Straight Line is creating the problem. George is straight. He doesn’t see that he’s now a genius. Jerry sees everything, back and forth between his agent on the phone, Kramer wanting ashtrays but taking cereal bowls, George nailing the questions from Jeopardy. The Wavy Line goes back and forth, with multiple points of focus.

George gets up and walks into the kitchen.

GEORGE

No, no, no. Just lately, I’ve been thinking a lot clearer. Like this afternoon,

(to television)

What is chicken Kiev,

(to Jerry)

I really enjoyed watching a documentary with Louise.

George, has, up to this point, been oblivious to all the comings and goings in the apartment, oblivious to Kramer and his odd need for ashtrays, even oblivious to the fact that he’s now become a genius. He’s the Straight Line. Jerry, struggling with the phone call, the intrusive and insistent neighbor and his dunce of a best friend, who now amazingly knows all the answers, is the Wavy Line. Kramer and George are doing something silly. Jerry is watching them do something silly. We’re watching Jerry watch them do something silly.

JERRY

Louise! That’s what’s doin’ it. You’re no longer pre-occupied with sex, so your mind is able to focus.

The Wavy Line struggles, but when the struggle ends, so does the comic beat. The dynamic of Straight Line/Wavy Line is a function of focus, not character; there is no such thing as a “wavy” character or a “straight” character. It’s a matter of focus. The Wavy Line struggles, and as it struggles, even slightly, it captures our attention and our sympathies. Beat by beat, moment by moment, second by second, the focus can, and does, change, and as it changes, so does our focus, our attention, and our emotional attachment to the characters.

Right now we’re about to see the focus switch from Jerry to George.

GEORGE

(looking up)

You think?

That’s the first time in the scene that George turns his head to really look at Jerry, as George literally looks up and pays attention in the scene. George now takes focus and becomes the Wavy Line. And throughout the next few lines, George is constantly maintaining two points of focus: toward Jerry, then looking away, then again toward Jerry, and then looking away. This multiple focus, this second cousin to the double take, is the Wavy Line, as George is literally struggling with the new concept of his no-sex genius. Meanwhile, Jerry, having solved his problem, is now the Straight Line. He’s not reacting to George’s confusion, or embarrassment, or humiliation. Jerry is quite amusing, but it’s George, for the moment, that has our emotional attention.

JERRY

Yeah. I mean, let’s say this is your brain.

(holds lettuce head)

Okay, from what I know about you, your brain consists of two parts: the intellect, represented here

(pulls off tiny piece of lettuce)

and the part obsessed with sex.

(shows remaining lettuce head)

Now granted, you have extracted an astonishing amount from this little scrap.

(George reacts with a kind of a “hey it was nothing” little grin and shrug)

But with no-sex-Louise, this previously useless lump is now functioning for the first time in its existence.

(eats tiny piece of lettuce)

GEORGE

Oh my God. I just remembered where I left my retainer in second grade. I’ll see ya.

George THROWS the finished Rubik’s cube to a bewildered Jerry and he exits.

George again goes back to being kind of an idiot, and Jerry’s confusion makes him, again, a Wavy Line. So it goes, back and forth and back and forth.

FOCUS, NOT CHARACTER

The focus can, and must, shift from character to character as they take center stage in the emotional story — not necessarily the character with the biggest part or the part with the most screen time, stage time, or dialogue, but the character who, at that moment, has our emotional focus. It’s important to remember that there is no such thing as a Straight Line character or a Wavy Line character. Straight Line/Wavy Line is a focusing device, not a characterization technique, and as such, is applied or observed on a beat-by-beat basis. As we follow the characters around, especially in sitcoms, characters come in and out of focus. In Everybody Loves Raymond, for example, if Frank does something stupid, you’ll watch Ray seeing him do it. A moment later, Ray does something stupid, with Debra shooting him a withering look. In the next scene, Ray desperately tries to talk his way out of a tight spot (Wavy Line) while Debra just stares at him (Straight Line). You’ll notice that she doesn’t react to EVERY one of Ray’s fevered attempts to get something by her. In the next beat, Ray says something stupid and thinking it’s done the trick, exits (Straight Line), while Debra just looks at him, shaking her head, too confounded to speak (Wavy Line).

Part of the reason for this focusing dynamic is because, unlike other art forms, comedy is the only one that requires a specific physiological reaction (e.g., laughter) from a large number of strangers — not once or twice, but eighty, ninety, one hundred times over the course of a couple of hours or it’s thought to be a failure. No other art form requires that kind of uniform response. Drama? You wouldn’t expect to see a thousand people sitting watching A Streetcar Named Desire to all reach into their pocket and pull out a hankie and cry simultaneously at the end of the play. That would be weird. It would be comic, in fact. You wouldn’t expect a hundred people walking into the Louvre to see La Pietà to all say “Ah!” and have the same astonished look of awe all at the same time. Yet, if a hundred, or five hundred, or a thousand people don’t share the same physiological response sixty or seventy or eighty times in an evening, then that comedy is said to be a failure. And that requires an immense amount of focus.

It’s also why a comedy might be funny on a Thursday, but die a quiet death on Sunday. When I was producing live theater, it used to drive me crazy. Why were their reactions so different night to night? And actors would come off stage and say, boy, what a terrible audience that was. And yet, I was in that audience. And I didn’t think I was terrible. I thought I was as prepared to laugh as always. I might not laugh as loud since I knew the jokes, but I was prepared to enjoy it. And I started to see something different. Something happened on those nights when it didn’t work. It wasn’t just the audience. Something was happening.

Let’s say there’s a play in which two actors are down there doing a joke, and there are three spear carriers up here. And one night, just as they do the joke and get a big laugh, this spear carrier scratches his nose and hears a big laugh. What does that actor now think? Boy! I really got a big laugh out of my nose scratch. So what might that spear carrier do the next night? Make it bigger! Because he wasn’t even trying before. The following night he really gives the nose a good old scratch. Which distracts a portion of the audience, so the laugh is smaller than the previous night. So now the laugh is half as big as on the first night. So the next night, the spear carrier makes the nose scratch even bigger (louder, faster, funnier). By the end of the weekend, the laugh is totally gone.

OK, maybe it didn’t happen as obviously as that. But I did start to see differences between performances that worked and performances that fell flat. The story was the same, the jokes were the same, so what was different? Maybe on those flat nights, the characters seemed to have too many skills, or played negative actions, or faked emotions. Or forgot what the comic point of the scene was and unconsciously stole focus. There’s an apocryphal story about an actor who was playing the Doctor in the first production of A Streetcar Named Desire. The Doctor is the very minor character who comes on in the play’s final moment to lead poor Blanche DuBois off to the looney bin. The actor meets a friend on the street, and the friend stops to congratulate him being in a big hit Broadway show. “What’s the play about?” the friend asks. Practically bursting with pride, the actor replies, “Well, it’s about this doctor who comes to help this poor lady to. . .”

Now this story probably never happened, but the point is that whatever the actor who actually played the Doctor thought, it wouldn’t have hurt the drama. A thousand people could be sitting in a theater watching A Streetcar Named Desire and one could be watching Stella, another could be watching Blanche, still another could be focused on Stanley, and you could be paying attention to the Doctor (maybe you’re the actor’s mother). The point is that they could all be watching somebody different in the scenario, and each would still get a valid emotional experience from the end of the play. But . . . if you’re watching a comedy and you’re supposed to be watching Felix and Oscar, but somehow your attention is distracted and you’re paying attention to the spear carrier, you could miss the joke. Because the spear carrier doesn’t understand the function of comedy. Comedy’s about teamwork. It’s not about one person being funny.

Unless everyone on the team is dedicated to creating the same comic moment, and helps the audience focus on that moment, the comic moment will be diminished or lost. Straight Line/Wavy Line dynamic helps to create that focus.

Even in film or TV, where the camera tells you where to look, the camera still has to show you the most important thing, which is not the funny line, but a character’s reaction to that line. Not someone saying something funny, but some human being’s reaction to seeing something silly.

The sad part, though, is that many people still believe that’s the way comedy is structured. I had a friend who used to be on a sitcom, which shall remain unnamed, headlined by a stand-up comic, who also shall remain unnamed. My friend told me that they would come in on a Monday for the “table read.” Everyone would be there: stars, co-stars, writers, network people. And there would be a fair sprinkling of comedy lines, punch lines, all throughout the script to a variety of characters. And then this not-to-be-named star would storm upstairs and demand that the writers follow her. This happened every week. And the Star would — somehow — figure out a way whereby on Wednesday, all the lines that people laughed at in the table read were now her lines. Because it was the star’s impression — and this is a talented, experienced stand-up comic — that comedy is about the person who says the funny line.

And there are still people out there, week-in, week-out, who grab punch lines from co-stars and day players so that they have all the funny things to say. Because people still think that the funny person is the one with all the funny lines.

THE WAVY LINE IS US

The Wavy Line is our representative on stage, which has many ramifications. To illustrate, let me share a scene from the great, late HBO sketch show Mr. Show, starring Bob Odenkirk and David Cross. In this sketch, “The Burgundy Loaf,” David Cross plays a man on a date with his girlfriend at a very fancy restaurant, and Bob Odenkirk plays the overbearing French maître d’.

INT. Restaurant, The Burgundy Loaf

In an upscale restaurant, a MAN and a WOMAN are having a romantic dinner.

WOMAN

This is so sweet.

MAN

Yeah, this is classy huh?

WOMAN

This restaurant is fantastic.

MAN

Yeah, they gave it another star. Six stars, it means ‘the ultimate dining experience’. For ‘the ultimate lady experience’.

The MAITRE D’ carrying a white towel over his arm comes up to the table.

MAITRE D’

I trust everything is to Monsieur’s satisfaction?

MAN

Oh, yeah, it’s incredible, it’s great.

Note that in the beginning there is no Straight Line/Wavy Line. You don’t always have to have a Straight/Wavy dynamic. In this case, the beginning is just the exposition, setting up the given circumstances in the scene. You might not have Straight/Wavy because it’s a shared scene, or a serious scene, or no one person is struggling with a problem in the scene. Straight Line/Wavy Line, like all the tools, are just that — simply tools you can use to heighten the comic elements in a narrative.

WOMAN

Sweety, will you excuse me, for just a moment? I’m just going to wash my hands.

MAITRE D’

Nonsense, Madame.

(claps his hands)

Le ‘hand-washier’!

A MAN wearing a white jacket comes out from the kitchen with a crystal bowl and a towel. He bends at the knee so she can wash her hands without leaving the table.

WOMAN

Wow, how fancy!

MAITRE D’

Do Madame and Monsieur require anything else?

MAN

No, we’re good.

What are the given facts here? A couple are having dinner at a fancy restaurant. How fancy? The fanciest. So fancy the restaurant’s got six stars, one more star than is even possible. Plus, the restaurant has an unusual feature — it provides the ultimate in service of every kind, without the customers ever having to leave their seats. And like all good sketches, the writers take this premise to its ultimate logical, yet absurd, conclusion.

MAITRE D’

Very well, I shall bring your entrees.

(claps his hands)

Entrees duet!

Two other SERVERS come out from the kitchen and place the entrees on the table.

MAN

Oh boy, alright.

WOMAN

Ooh! Wow!

The man wipes his mouth and begins to stand up.

MAITRE D’

Sir, is there a problem?

MAN

No, just where are the restrooms?

MAITRE D’

Ah. No.

MAN

No, uh, I mean, the men’s room.

MAITRE D’

Shh, shh, sir, please. We do not have such a thing. The Burgundy Loaf prides itself as the epitome of class and distinction. And we would not soil our atmosphere with a men’s toilet room. It’s too crudité to imagine.

WOMAN

Couldn’t you just hold it in?

MAN

No, I can’t!

MAITRE D’

Ah, Madame, Monsieur, everything is taken care of.

The Maitre D’ comes around and pats the man’s chair for him to sit.

As the man is about the sit, the Maitre D’ pulls off the cushion to reveal a toilet bowl ready for use.

MAITRE D’ (CONT’D)

Voila! Le ‘chair’. Crafted from Brazilian mahogany.

The Maitre D’ claps again.

MAITRE D’ (CONT’D)

‘Le box’!

The man with the white coat comes out of the back room with a wooden box and hands it to the Maitre D’.
The Maitre D’ shows the man and the woman.

MAITRE D’ (CONT’D)

Le ‘box’, hand-crafted with Italian gold leaf.

(opens the box)

Inside, a velvet lining to cradle Monsieur’s leavings with the tender delicacy of a devoted mother.

The Maitre D’ clears his throat and places the box under the toilet seat.

MAITRE D’ (CONT’D)

Monsieur may sit, enjoy his meal, and perform his task at leisure.

MAN

You want me to shit in a box while I’m eating dinner?

It should be obvious that the Wavy Line is the man (David Cross). What I want you to note is how little you have to write for the Wavy Line. He doesn’t have to be clever. Because the Wavy Line is just reacting as our representative, as us, and when the Wavy Line does speak, his dialogue just has to be simple, direct, and honest. “You want me to shit in a box while I’m eating dinner?” It ain’t Molière. And it doesn’t have to be. You don’t need to strain for clever dialogue for the Wavy Line. That’s what you might say given that situation.

Let’s rewind and take a look at this beat again.

MAITRE D’ (CONT’D)

Monsieur may sit, enjoy his meal, and perform his task at leisure.

Now before the man says anything, he looks at the girlfriend. He looks at the box. He looks at the maître d’. He looks at the couple behind him. He’s struggling inside the gap between expectation and reality. And note that the woman doesn’t see anything wrong with the box. She’s a Straight Line. She’s blind to the problem. Straight Lines often achieve their expectations, meaning that since her expectation is that this is a wonderful restaurant, she doesn’t see anything wrong with having her date shit in a box during dinner.

MAN

You want me to shit in a box while I’m eating dinner?

Why doesn’t he just leave? This is disgusting — you’ve got to shit in a box? Why doesn’t he just leave? Because if he left, it would mean he had skills that would make him a Hero, someone who is strong-willed enough not to be intimidated by a sniffy French maître d’. But our guy, our Non-Hero, is trying to impress his girl. And, hey, the restaurant has six stars. When’s the last time he ate at a six-star restaurant? For all he knows, shitting in a box while you’re eating is what everyone is doing nowadays! So why not?

What would happen to the comedy if the woman said, no, I don’t want to do that, you don’t have to do that? The focus would be defused and the problem would no longer be an absurd, ridiculous situation, it would just be some unlikeable situation that you can choose not to do. The fact is that everybody in the scenario is a Straight Line except for the man. He looks over at the woman, and does she have any problem with this? No. So that traps him even more.

MAITRE D’

When Monsieur is ‘en vacant’, we will deliver the box to his home first class, courtesy of the Burgundy Loaf.

The Maitre D’ starts to undo the man’s pants. The man stops him and the Maitre D’ stands back, proper. He gestures for the man to take his seat.

The man looks at his date in confusion, then to the Maitre D’ smiling nervously.

The Maitre D’ makes some noises-Frenchlike-while gesturing for the man to sit again.

The man looks around the dining room.

The Maitre D’ clears his throat and gestures again for the man to sit.

The man starts to undo his pants very slowly. Finally he does.

The Maitre D’ gestures again.

The man drops his pants completely. The Maitre D’ gestures one last time.

The man is now sitting on the toilet seat with his pants down, ready to go.

The way to develop any premise, from sketch to feature, is to take the problem and make it bigger. With a Wavy Line, a good technique is simply to add more points of focus.

The Maitre D’ takes out a whistle and blows it.

MAITRE D’ (CONT’D)

RUDY!

RUDY, a man in a white jacket and tie enters from the kitchen.

MAITRE D’ (CONT’D)

Rudy will await your foundation. Enjoy your meal.

Rudy TAKES out a flashlight and BENDS to one knee behind the man, next to the box.

The man looks at him in shock, then to the Maitre D’ and finally his date.

The woman is enjoying her meal.

WOMAN

The sea bass is excellent.

The man looks back at Rudy who is looking under the seat for the man’s poop, then back at her.

When I watch this clip with audiences, there’s a lot of laughter at this point. No dialogue, just laughter. No jokes, just the man, looking at the woman, about to speak, then looking back at Rudy looking up his butt with a flashlight, then to the maître d’, then back to Rudy. You don’t need to worry about jokes. The comedy comes from the Wavy Line struggling to solve an unsolvable problem. Simply by creating the Straight/Wavy dynamic relieves you of the obligation to write witticisms. Just put in a character like us (or maybe a little less than us) trying to deal with a situation that’s impossible to deal with.

WOMAN (CONT’D)

This cream sauce is so light. I can’t wait to meet your parents.

MAN

Uh, yea.

MAITRE D’

Sir, please relax. Rudy will wait as long as need be, huh.

RUDY

Yea, you relax and let your ass do the talking.

MAITRE D’

Rudy!

The Maitre D’ makes a signal for Rudy to be quiet.

The man looks at him and uncomfortably answers.

MAN

So um. Yeah, my parents can’t wait to meet you, too.

WOMAN

How’s the duck?

MAN

Uh I bet it’s good.

The man FARTS.

RUDY

(smiling, amused)

Hey, speaking of ducks, I hear something quackin’!

MAITRE D’

Rudy, please!

MAN

So, uh, you better be careful or my mom’s gonna bore you with her garden stories.

WOMAN

Thanks for the advanced warning.

RUDY

Hey, there, General, have you deployed any troops yet?

MAITRE D’

Rudy!

It’s often said that emotion is a drug, and in comedy, we just say no. That’s actually not true. But what is true is that only one person in a scenario can have the emotional focus at any one moment. It’s clear that in this sketch, the character we care about, even as we’re laughing at him and with him, is the man. You could certainly shift the focus any time to the woman, or Rudy, or even the maître d’, but only one at a time.

The man makes a face as he is going poop in the box.

RUDY

Hey! Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about! You folks have a good evening.

MAN

(to the Maitre D’)

Do you have any toilet paper?

MAITRE D’

Eh, shh, shh, shh, we do not have something as crude as a toilet paper.

(claps)

FRENCHY!

A MAN dressed like a chimney sweep comes out of the back room with a cart full of cleaning supplies.

FRENCHY

Hello, guv’ner! Well, no need to fumigate here this month!

OK, as Python would say, that’s enough silliness. But how would Straight Line/Wavy Line appear in a full-length narrative? While it wouldn’t be as absurd or extreme as in a sketch, the dynamics are still the same, as you can see from the scene from Meet the Parents. Greg Focker (Ben Stiller) has just left his fiancee’s house in disgrace, and all he wants is to get on a plane, go home, and leave the whole mess behind him.

INT. Airport terminal at the gate - night

The place is empty, there is not one other passenger besides GREG FOCKER at the gate. The airline employee is the only other person there.

GREG walks up to the airline employee with his bag.

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE

Oh hello.

She takes his boarding pass and looks at it.

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE (CONT’D)

I’m sorry, we’re only boarding rows 9 and above right now, you’ll have to wait.

She hands him back the pass.

Greg looks at the pass.

GREG

I’m in row 8.

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE

Please step aside sir.

GREG

It’s just one row, don’t you think it’s okay?

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE

We’ll call your row momentarily.

He stares at her, she stares back.

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE (CONT’D)

Step aside sir.

SHOT inside terminal — NO ONE is there and there is a man cleaning. Greg looks around and then back at the employee. He takes a couple steps back. She looks around, smiles and waits a few more moments. Greg stares at her. She avoids his eyes, then finally picks up the pager phone and makes an announcement.

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE (CONT’D)

Thank you for waiting, we’d like to continue boarding the aircraft now. We’re now boarding all rows now. All remaining rows.

She puts the phone down, Greg walks up to her.

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE (CONT’D)

Um, hello.

She looks at the boarding pass and nods, smiling.

AIRLINE EMPLOYEE (CONT’D)

Enjoy your flight.

He grabs the pass and boards.

Now notice how little you have to write for this character. Why write puns or bon mots or epigrams for him? Why? What’s the point? How would that help? Just let him deal with the situation. And when he needs to talk, let him say what you would say in that situation.

HONEY, I’M HOME

Let’s try a Straight Line/Wavy Line writing exercise.

I used to call this the “Honey, I’m Home” exercise, named after the timeless sitcom greeting. The object of the exercise is to write a two-character, one-page scene that puts the two characters in a Straight Line/Wavy Line dynamic. For the purpose of this exercise, don’t switch focus between the characters. Write one character as a Straight Line (blind to or creating the problem) and the other as the Wavy Line (struggling with the problem, but unable to solve it because the character’s a Non-Hero).

An example would be:

HE: Honey, I’m home!

SHE: Arrrggghhh!

HE: What?

SHE: Avast ye landlubber! Arrrggghh!

HE: Why is there all this water in the kitchen?

SHE: Arrrggghhh! You’ll be walking the plank, ye will! Arrrgggh!

HE: (Beat) I have to tell you — I’m a little freaked out by that parrot.

It should be clear that HE is a Wavy Line and SHE is a Straight Line. You don’t actually have to start with “Honey, I’m Home!” but you’re free to do so if the spirit moves you. Here are a few examples from recent classes:

LEONARD: What time is it? I have a date at seven with the new Physics professor and I don’t want to be late.

SHELDON: That depends. Do you mean Pacific, Mountain, Central, or Eastern time?

LEONARD: Why would I plan a date for seven o’clock in another time zone?

SHELDON: Any number of reasons. All of the time zones have their advantages and disadvantages. Some areas of the Mountain Time Zone don’t observe Daylight Savings Time, the Central Time Zone includes my wonderful home state of Texas, while the Eastern Time Zone is the first to experience the miracle of nightfall. Perhaps the Pacific Time Zone is the most convenient though, since we do live in it. But to answer your first question, it’s seven-oh-five.

LEONARD: Thanks, now I’m late for my date. In all four time zones.

JOE: Hot girl you’re with tonight.

DAVE: That’s my sister.

JOE: I get it. Your “sister”.

DAVE: No, really.

JOE: It’s cool man. I’m not going to tell Anna.

DAVE: There’s nothing to tell.

JOE: Exactly.

DAVE: Stop winking at me!

JOE: Right. Don’t want to give it away. [Joe elbows Dave in the ribs.]

DAVE: She. Is. My. Sister.

JOE: Dude. I got the cover story the first time.

INT. - SMALL AIRPLANE COCKPIT - NIGHT

MR. STRAIGHT LINE (PILOT) and MR. WAVY LINE (PASSENGER) in MID-FLIGHT.

PILOT: What would you say if I told you I don’t know how to fly?

PASSENGER: What?!

PILOT: Yeah, I can’t fly. I have no idea what I’m doing.

PASSENGER: You’re flying now. You’re flying now and you’re doing a great job.

PILOT: That’s just your a opinion.

PASSENGER: It’s a FACT! It’s an actual fact!

PILOT: We’re going to die.

PASSENGER: (shouting) WE’RE NOT GOING TO DIE!

PILOT: You need to remain calm, sir. I’m flying a plane.

PASSENGER: Please tell me you can land this thing.

In all three examples, it should be pretty easy to spot the Wavy Line — it’s the character that isn’t saying a lot, other than, “What?” In fact, “What?” is the perfect Non-Hero Wavy Line dialogue. It sees something, but it just doesn’t quite know what it sees.

ELAINE: Is that a hot dog?

FRANK: Is that a metaphorical question?

ELAINE: No.

FRANK: It’s a compendium of condiments, a prodigious palace of protein — (interrupted by his wife’s glare). Too much alliteration?

ELAINE: No. Too many nitrates, organs, and bones.

FRANK: Like those are bad things. Organs are high in iron and bones have great calcium.

ELAINE: Try a soy dog. They were on sale.

FRANK: For a reason.

ELAINE: They’re good for your heart.

FRANK: But they can’t be good for my soul.

This example is cleverly written — and that’s the problem with it as a “Honey, I’m Home” exercise. Both characters are so verbal, so witty, so aware of each other that not only is there no struggle (there’s just a difference of opinion, not the same thing) but it also represents a bit of “ping-pong” dialogue. Ping-pong dialogue is when characters bat words and phrases back and forth to each other. “Too much alliteration?” “Too many nitrates.” “They’re good for your heart.” “They can’t be good for my soul.” Very Noël Coward, but unless you are Noël Coward, it’s something to be avoided, because for the most part, that’s not the way people talk. Most people talk past one another: “Honey, take out the garbage.” “Uh, wait a minute, it’s the ninth inning” or “Have you paid that bill?” “Gotta run!”

If you write a scene, you can email it to me at Steve@KaplanComedy.com. I can’t promise to respond to every one, but we’ll feature some of the best in our newsletters.


CHAPTER 12

ARCHETYPES

or

COMMEDIA TONIGHT!

[image: image]

Zero Mostel in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.

“I went to a restaurant that serves ‘breakfast at any time.’ So I ordered French Toast during the Renaissance.”

— Steven Wright

THE 3,000-YEAR HISTORY OF COMEDY

I’d now like to cover the complete 3,000-year history of comedy. Get comfortable. Please turn off all cell phones and electronic devices.

Ready?

OK, so, how many of you went to university? If you studied some form of theater or drama or film in university, you might already know this. But get ready for the next 3,000 years, anyway. OK, some of you might already know this.

As you might remember, Theater History 101, comedy, and theater in general, starts with the Greeks. What’s interesting to note is that, even though the content of Greek comedy and Greek tragedy were very different — tragedy was about gods and kings, and comedy was about the common man and the pursuit of sex, money, more sex, freedom for slaves, food, still more sex — the structure of Greek tragedy and Greek comedy was exactly the same.

Both began with a prologue stating the argument of the play, followed by the parados, the entrance of the fifty-man chorus, then the episodes, the scenes between one, then two, then three actors interspersed with choral odes, and finally the exodus — the exit of the chorus and the culmination of the argument. Both comedy and tragedy followed this same structure.

The only difference was that in Greek comedy, there was something called the parabasis. The parabasis was the moment in the comedy, about halfway through, when the entire fifty-man chorus stepped forward, forgot the narrative and, speaking directly to the audience, simply talked about what was going on in Athens. “Hey, a funny thing happened to me on the way to the Acropolis! What’s up with that Creon?” The chorus, which spoke for the author, was a fifty-man standup routine with songs and scenes and dialogues and monologues, after which they would go back and finish the play. So 3,000 years before Annie Hall, 2,960 years before the Hope/Crosby Road movies, the Greeks were breaking the fourth wall and talking directly to the audience.

Then you have the Romans. Now, the Romans, for the most part, did away with the fifty-man chorus, which means that in Roman comedies, there was more focus placed on the classic archetypal characters that had been around since the Greek New Comedy. Greek New Comedy had replaced Greek Old Comedy, which was very topical and satirical. But then Athens lost this war and it was all, like, well, let’s not make fun of the leaders anymore because we lost the war, it’s kind of a touchy subject now. The characters of New Comedy included lecherous old men; wily, tricky servants; courtesans with hearts of gold, dim young lovers — characters not entirely unfamiliar today.

And then there was the Visigoth theater.

You don’t remember Visigoth theater? I thought you went to college — you weren’t skipping class that day, were you?

OK, you got me, there was no Visigoth theater because, basically, the Visigoths and the Ostrogoths and all those Goths sacked Rome, destroying the Roman empire and sending Western Civilization into the Dark Ages.

So for about 1,000 years, there was no formal theater in Europe. From about 500 AD to about 1500 AD, there were no playwrights, no plays, no theaters — no formal theater in Europe.

Now about the year 900 or 1000, drama reappeared on the church steps. At that time in Europe, all the services were in Latin, but most of the people in Europe didn’t speak Latin. So the church fathers thought, “Why don’t we do little stories about Christ and the apostles and little morality plays in the vulgate — the local language — so we can teach our stories and our precepts to the laypeople?”

So around the church were developed morality plays, miracle plays, and mystery plays, all designed to teach a moral or lesson. You could have a two-character play — The Temptation of Christ in the Desert. You could have a seventeen-character play like Everyman, in which all the virtues and vices were personified. You could have a 400-character play, like the Oberammergau Passion Play, in which an entire Bavarian village acts out the passion of the Christ.

So the theater may have disappeared, but you can’t get rid of actors that easily.

For 1,000 years, you had groups of actors roaming the highways and byways, streets and alleys of Europe, performing, doing music, juggling, magic, pimping, prostitution, thievery, you know — your normal “B” jobs. The companies could be as large as a dozen or so, or as small as two, like the pair of Spanish actors who went from town to town, acting out scenes from the Bible. We know about this pair because one of them kept a diary. Because of his diary, we know that they would go into a town, check into an inn, go up to a room, steal the bed clothing, go out the back window, go into an alley, put the bed clothing up, act out a scene from the Bible, pass the hat and then go on to another town. I must point out that they would not keep the bed clothing — they were not thieves, OK? They were just actors.

So we know because of this diary that one day they went into a town, they went into an inn, they checked into a room, they went up to the room, they took down the bed clothing, they went out the window, they put up the bed clothing, and they acted out the penultimate scene from the story of Abraham and Isaac: the scene where Abraham is about to kill his only son because he’s following the dictates of his Lord.1 So along comes this scene and, we know this because of the diary, that the actor who was playing Abraham realizes that he has lost his prop knife somewhere and so, in the first recorded instance of improvisation, he rips off his fake beard and starts stabbing Isaac with his beard. Whereupon the townspeople start throwing rocks and offal and shit and vegetables at them, thus being the first recorded instance of critics.

So you have this theater form in which actors are roaming around Europe and since there are no contemporary playwrights, they start to take on the archetypal roles from the Greeks and Romans: tricky servants, stupid servants, lecherous old men. You have a theater form that emerges which is based on economics. Let’s say you have a troupe of eight actors — could you put on a play with only two characters? No! You mean two characters are going to go out there and risk their lives and the other six are going to be in the back smoking cigarettes and eating donuts? No, it was a guild. And like all the guilds of the Middle Ages, it was a communal effort. So, if you had eight characters in a troupe, all eight characters had to participate. If you had twelve characters, all twelve characters had to participate in the scenario. There was no sitting behind the scenes smoking a cigarette and taking the night off.

COMMEDIA TONIGHT

“My grandfather always said, ‘Don’t watch your money, watch your health.’ So one day while I was watching my health, someone stole my money. It was my grandfather.”

— Jackie Mason

And so formed the Commedia dell’Arte, which literally meant comedy of the professional guild or artists. Commedia dell’Arte was a theater form developed in Italy in the 1500s. Since there were no playwrights, all the stories were based on a simple premise or scenario and then completely improvised. Every story imaginable was told through the agency of the specific character types, the same stock characters that had been used since the time of the Greeks. Most of the characters wore distinctive masks, and Commedia featured actors who were also acrobats, dancers, musicians, orators, quick wits and improvisers possessing satirical skills as well as insights into human behavior.

Western comedy is based on the idea of these archetypal, eternal characters, and Commedia dell’Arte was a theater form based on these characters, an actor-centric form, and so you had these various types:

ZANNIS: Originally just a single valet, a jester. Many comic types emerged from Zanni and became the Zannis, from which comes the term zany. As a group, they become a bumbling, fumbling fraternity of jokers — often in trios. The Three Stooges, The Marx Brothers, those three goofy ghosts in Casper, the original Ghostbusters. In duos, they were often paired as First Zanni and Second Zanni — a rogue and a fool, a bully and an innocent, an extroverted schemer and a nervous introvert. These two strong, complementary Zannis form famous pairs: Laurel & Hardy, Abbott & Costello, Hope and Crosby, The Blues Brothers. Some of the major Zannis were:

ARLECCHINO (HARLEQUIN): Often a servant, he was the head fool in a company of fools — Bob Denver’s Gilligan of Gilligan’s Island — or he could be the clever, tricky servant — Bill Murray in Meatballs. Sometimes very stupid, but he has occasional moments of brilliance. Think Jim Carrey, Robin Williams, Charlie Chaplin.

Just as Eskimos have many words for snow in their language, Commedia featured many varieties of fools. SCAPINO was a more sexual, romantic version of Arlecchino. Something of a rake, Scapino-like characters might be played by the likes of Vince Vaughn, Owen Wilson. Arlecchino or Scapino was sometimes paired with . . . .

BRIGHELLA: He was essentially Arlecchino’s smarter and much more aggressive older brother. Think Jackie Gleason’s Ralph Kramden in The Honeymooners, Phil Silvers’ Sgt. Bilko, or Kevin James on The King of Queens. Also seen as PULCINELLA (related to the English Punchinello, or Punch from Punch and Judy), a pot-bellied, lecherous schemer and bully. Sometimes paired with . . . .

PIERROT: The sad-faced clown. The silent clown, the simple clown, the sympathetic clown. Think Laurel of Laurel & Hardy. Harpo of The Marx Brothers. In terms of intelligence, he or she was at the bottom, but possessed an innocence or sweetness. Usually the servant of the servant and at the mercy of all. In some ways the most tragic of all of them. Sometimes he or she is mute, like Harpo.

PANTALONE: The lecherous old man or the crabby old man or the hypochondriac old man or the miserly old man. You see Pantalone in Archie Bunker and Basil Fawlty. He often had a marriageable daughter, or a young wife, who usually deceived him. Thought he was the head of the household, but that was usually . . . .

MARINETTA: Female version of Pantalone, and often his wife. She was the battle-ax wife: Maude. Murphy Brown. Roseanne. (With a big dollop of Columbine, see below.)

IL DOTTORE: Doctor or Professor, the academic gasbag that just blathered nonsense. A member of every academy, but in reality was just a pretentious bag of wind.

COLOMBINE: Female. The lusty or perky servant. The prostitute with a heart of gold, also a servant, very sexual. Female version of Arlecchino or Scapino. Lucy Ricardo, Grace from Will & Grace.

IL CAPITANO: The braggart soldier, the cowardly soldier — Gaston in The Beauty and the Beast. Claimed to be fearless, but was the opposite. Originally of Spanish origin (the Italians and the French thought this was a hoot!). Sgt. Bilko was a combination of Il Capitano and Pulcinella.

ISABELLA / LEANDRO (The Innamorati or Young Lovers): Usually the offspring of Pantalone. Isabella and Leander were the only ones who were unmasked. They were madly in love. Sometimes fickle, sometimes overly sincere, always somewhat dim. Think Woody in Cheers.

Everybody else in Commedia had distinctive masks and costumes. Why is that important? It’s important because it meant, wherever you were in Europe, whether you were in Naples or Prague or Stockholm or London, when that guy with the hook nose came out with a diamond pattern? That was Harlequin. You knew what was going to happen! Think of Kramer going through the door. You don’t need to have a set-up. He comes sliding through the door and you’re already anticipating what might happen, given the fact of what’s been set up before. That’s what the power of Commedia was. No matter where you were in Europe for hundreds of years, you knew who these characters were. They were like watching favorite old sitcoms. Desi and Lucy — you kind of know, you kind of anticipate what’s going to happen even if you’ve never seen that episode before.

CHARACTERS CREATE . . . .

The actors or actresses (women were finally allowed to perform in Commedia!) married themselves to one role. If you were a Harlequin, that’s all you played. If you were the Inamorata, the young lover, that’s all you played. The scenarios might have changed, but the same eight or ten or twelve characters always brought those scenarios to life. Can you think of an art form in which, say, oh, I don’t know, the characters stay the same but the situation changes on a weekly basis? Yes, the sitcom. So when you’re seeing a sitcom, you’re basically seeing a form of Commedia, in which those characters — those archetypal characters — come out and tell stories. No matter how intricate the story, they’re all told through the agency of those specific characters.

So how does this work in reality? Let’s say you have the two young lovers sitting on a park bench. They’re young, they’re a little dim. What’s their physical movement? Toward each other, right? They’re going to hug; they’re going to get together.

Let’s say we remove the young man and replace him with Pantalone, the lecherous old man. What’s the movement now? He’s going to lunge for her, and she’s going to move away, but because she can’t run through the door like our three lawyers (Chapter 6) and they have to stay in the courtyard to complete the performance, where does she go? Yes, he’s going to chase her around the bench. Now let’s take away the young girl and let’s replace her with Marinetta, the battle-axe wife. Now the chase around the bench is going in the opposite direction. Now lets take both the old people away and replace them with the three Zannis. They’re all going to run away in different directions, but BECAUSE THEY ARE IDIOTS, they’re going to knock heads together and they’ll knock each other out!

So what does Commedia teach us?

• Character creates plot.

• Character creates action.

• Character creates movement.

Commedia does this because it goes beyond focusing on funny characters and focuses on relationships. In Keith Johnstone’s invaluable book Impro, he describes how important the concept of status is in improvisation. In any relationship between characters, someone is smarter than the other, someone is more powerful than the other, someone is the leader, the other the follower. Masters and servants, husbands and wives, bosses and workers. Status, and the constant negotiations that surround status, is the engine that propels action. The slave wants his freedom from his master, but the master needs his wily slave to fetch the charming young girl who is attracted to the master’s money and power, but more attracted to his strapping young son who is a bit dim and dependent upon the clever servant who is trying to evade the vengeful Captain whom he cheated at dice. The shifting status war powered Renaissance Commedia the same way that it powers stories of the nerds and their girlfriends in The Big Bang Theory.

MEANWHILE, IN LONDON

In London, you had another influence. The Renaissance brought about a rise in attendance at the university. You had what was called in England the “University Wits.” These were people who were writing epigrams and witticisms and poems and so you had plays based in part on wordplay.

What follows is a page from Shakespeare’s Henry IV.

FALSTAFF: By the Lord, thou sayest true, lad. And is not my hostess of the tavern a most sweet wench?

PRINCE HENRY: As the honey of Hybla, my old lad of the castle. And is not a buff jerkin a most sweet robe of durance?

FALSTAFF: How now, how now, mad wag! what, in thy quips and thy quiddities? what a plague have I to do with a buff jerkin?

PRINCE HENRY: Why, what a pox have I to do with my hostess of the tavern?

FALSTAFF: Well, thou hast called her to a reckoning many a time and oft.

PRINCE HENRY: Did I ever call for thee to pay thy part?

FALSTAFF: No; I’ll give thee thy due, thou hast paid all there.

Have you ever gone to a Shakespearean play and the only people laughing at the wordplay are the actors on the stage? But Shakespeare’s plays also included uproarious clown work, like Launcelot Gobbo and his farting dog in The Merchant of Venice. The Comedy of Errors and The Taming of the Shrew still convulse audiences around the world with characters that come directly from Commedia. Shakespeare’s plays show the influence from two very different schools. He was obviously influenced by the University Wits, but Shakespeare was also greatly affected by the clowning of Commedia. Italian actors had come over to London, but they didn’t speak English and the English audiences didn’t speak Italian, so they were called Italian Nights. They did all their scenarios in mime and pantomime, even though in Italy these scenarios were very verbal. These pantomimed performances became such a popular tradition that they became integrated into British culture and are now known as the Christmas Pantos. Charles Chaplin learned his craft in Karno’s Pantomime Company. So, whenever you see an early Chaplin silent, you’re seeing the best representation of a Harlequin that we have, because it comes right from Commedia.

A little while after Shakespeare, in the mid-17th century, there was an actor in France named Jean-Baptiste Poquelin. He was a good actor, but a terrible business man. His theater went broke, and so he left Paris ahead of his creditors to join a Commedia troupe. He traveled with the troupe, acted with them, started writing and turned some of their Commedia scenarios into the plays we now know as The Miser, The Imaginary Invalid, The School for Wives. After a dozen years in the provinces, he returned to Paris, only now the actor was writing and performing under the name Molière.

At the time, Cardinal Richelieu was attempting to turn France into a world power, both militarily and culturally, through the French Academy. Through a misreading of Aristotle, the French Academy decreed that all plays had to be written to conform to neo-classical rules, including Alexandrine verse. In England, Shakespeare had championed iambic pentameter, lines in five meters — babump, babump, babump, babump, babump. But the French decreed that they were better than the English, and so all writers had to use Alexandrine verse — iambic hexameter, lines with six meters: babump, babump, babump, babump, babump BAPUMP! You can see how that was so much better than Shakespeare.

So everyone had to write using Alexandrine verse. Everyone, that is, except for Molière, who began to replace long speeches with the way people talked in life, such as this scene from The School for Wives. The School for Wives has a great premise — a man, Arnolphe, is so afraid of being cuckolded that he decides the only way he can be married is to raise a girl from an early age to be the stupidest woman in France, so stupid that she can never be clever enough to cheat on him. In a previous scene, we find out that a young man — a Leander — might have come into Arnolphe’s house and had his way with his ward, Agnes. Arnolphe wants to ask Agnes except he can’t, because he purposely has never told her anything about the birds and the bees and amorous young men.

ARNOLPHE (Aside.)

Oh cursed inquest of an artless brain,

In which inquisitor feels all the pain!

(Aloud.) Besides these pretty things he said to you,

Did he bestow some kisses on you too?

AGNES

Ah, sir! He took my arms, my hands, each finger,

And kissed as though he’d never tire to linger.

ARNOLPHE

And Agnes, didn’t he take something else? (Agnes seems taken aback.)

Ouf!

AGNES

Well, he —

ARNOLPHE

What?

AGNES

Took —

ARNOLPHE

Uh!

AGNES

My —

ARNOLPHE

Well?!

AGNES

I am afraid you may be angry with me.

ARNOLPHE

No.

AGNES

Yes you will.

ARNOLPHE

No, no!

AGNES

Then give me your word.

ARNOLPHE

All right, then.

AGNES

Well he took my — you’ll be mad!

ARNOLPHE

No.

AGNES

Yes.

ARNOLPHE

No, no! What’s all the mystery?

What did he take?

AGNES

Well, he—

ARNOLPHE (Aside.)

God, how I suffer!

AGNES

He took my ribbon, the ribbon that you gave me,

To tell you the actual truth, I couldn’t stop him.

ARNOLPHE

Well, let the ribbon go. But I want to know if he did

Nothing to you but kiss your arms?

AGNES

Why? Do people do other things?

ARNOLPHE (Quickly.)

No, not at all!

It’s been said that Molière saved comedy from wit. He wrote the way people talked. Look at this dialogue. He used short, incomplete sentences, but patterned after the way people speak, not witticisms. Practically David Mamet. There’s a scene in The School for Wives in which Arnolphe tells his two servants to not open the door for anyone, no matter what. In a following scene he returns, but the servants won’t open the door! Of course not — if his whole idea is to raise the stupidest women in France, what kind of servants would he have? Stupid ones — and, by the way, both fat. When they won’t open up he tells them that whoever doesn’t open the gate won’t eat for a week. So they both rush out and you have these two fat servants trying to squeeze through this skinny door and there’s this page of Alexandrian verse where the servants go “Oh!” “Ow!” “No!” “Wait!” “Stop!”

Molière saved comedy from wit. He saved comedy from cleverness using Commedia scenarios, using archetypal characters. He allowed people to talk the way they talked as opposed to trying to always write wordplay epigrams. And our contemporary comedy has developed from the actor-centered theater of Commedia and Molière. You can see the influence in everything from Vaudeville and Music Hall to The Big Bang Theory, Funny or Die, and When Harry Met Sally.

1 or maybe Abraham was just off his meds, I’m not sure.


CHAPTER 13

COMIC PREMISE
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Bill Murray and Phil in Groundhog Day.

There are a lot of people who can teach you a lot about pitching. I’m not one of them. My friend Michael Hauge wrote a whole book about it, Selling Your Story in 60 Seconds. That’s an amazing skill to have. That’s the classic elevator speech, right? You get to an elevator, Steven Spielberg walks on the elevator, and then sixty seconds later, when you’re up to the 15th floor, you’ve sold your spec screenplay. I’m not good at elevator speeches. My best elevator speech is “. . .could you press two, please?”

But what I do believe is that a premise is best thought of as a tool. It’s a tool to excite your imagination.

THE AMAZING SPIDER-MAN

I’m a comic book nerd. I have to admit it. When I was a kid I discovered Marvel Comics, and Marvel Comics were a revelation because up until then, if you were a superhero, for some reason, you just were good. You always did good. And you fought evil. You fought evil, and you did good. And so on.

So when I read the first Spider-Man, it blew my mind. Marvel had Heroes who weren’t, well, heroic. I mean, not really. Sure, they still fought bad guys, but they were just regular people that stuff had happened to, and they were simply trying to adjust to it. Take Spider-Man. In the comic book, Peter Parker was a nerdy high school student who gets bitten by a radioactive spider and gains superpowers. Could that ever happen? (Hint: the answer is no. No matter how many Comic Cons you’ve attended.) If you were bitten by a radioactive spider, you might get a welt; maybe it gets infected. But no superpowers, sorry.

But what if you did get superpowers? What would happen then? And the brilliance of Marvel is that they realized that if you had superpowers you would still be a nerdy teenager. You’d still have trouble getting a job; you’d still have trouble getting the girl. You just would be doing it with super spider powers.

THE LIE THAT TELLS THE TRUTH

A Comic Premise is a lie that imagines an impossible or improbable world that could never happen, but what would happen next? The better the premise, the more the story starts writing itself in your imagination. For example, one time I was giving a workshop at Disney and I was talking to a room full of animators. Ironically, animators tend to be the least animated audience ever. They’re usually withdrawn artists or computer geniuses, and it was hard to get them to respond. So I would try to get them talking to me in the beginning of class just to warm them up. One day I asked, “So what are you working on?” And they said, “Well, we’re finishing up this thing called The Incredibles.” “What’s that about?” I asked. “Well,” they replied, “it’s this family of superheroes, but they have to give it up because it’s outlawed, and they have to get real jobs.”

Like I said, I’m a comic book nerd, so I loved this premise. I said, “Oh my God, that’s great! So there’s the scene where they’re being superheroes and then the scene where they have to be in an office somewhere? And then there’s a scene where they’re fighting like a family but with superpowers?” And I reel off about a third to a half of the scenes that are in the movie, not because I’m brilliant, but because the idea was so delicious to me that I started seeing scenes and characters in my imagination. The better the premise, the more the story writes itself in your head. It literally explodes in your imagination.

An example of this comes from a workshop I ran a few years ago. We have an exercise in the workshop where we break everybody up into small groups, and each group comes up with its own Comic Premise. The premise has to 1) identify the main character; 2) imply what the problem or conflict is, and 3) state the plot premise in a sentence or two. If 4) the premise actually makes people giggle, so much the better, but it’s not a prerequisite. In that workshop, one group came up with this premise: “A losing college football team discovers that the only way they can win . . . is to get the nerd . . . laid.” There was a slight pause, and then the room started to chuckle. I then posed a simple question: “What are some scenes that might be in this movie?” Almost immediately, the audience started shouting out a dozen possible scenes: the winning montage; the losing montage; getting the nerd ready for a date; frat party; setting the nerd up with a hooker with disastrous results; with amazing results; the nerd becomes cool, almost too cool for school, and they have to find a new nerd; and so on. Maybe you don’t want to see this movie. Maybe the people in that workshop didn’t want to see this movie. But the point is that no one was suffering from writer’s block, from the paralyzing thought, “What do I do next?” We had enough scenes and segments to outline an entire film. In five minutes.

And which characters might be in the film? The nerd, the team’s quarterback, his best friends, a big lineman and a speedy wide receiver, the somewhat addled coach, a cheerleader. Note that it’s not cheerleaders, because we don’t want to have a dozen of the same character. When I read a script that has forty-five speaking roles, I can tell you there’s a mistake being made. That’s what Commedia teaches us — that you can tell an entire universe of stories with a limited cast. And maybe the cheerleader is also the coach’s daughter, because Commedia also teaches us that comedy is a closed universe. The old man wandering around the streets in Act One always turns out to be the father of the orphans in Act Five — it’s a closed, connected universe. They only had eight or twelve actors in the troupe. Every character had to be connected in some way. They couldn’t have a guy just wandering in for two lines, that’s not the way the Commedia was set up. You didn’t have Central Casting. You couldn’t ask the barista from down the street to come in, just do one bit, and then leave.

And who do you think the story is about? You might think it’s the nerd, but I can see a way that it’s the quarterback. See, the cheerleader is the girl of his dreams, but that’s the girl the nerd has to go to bed with to win the big game. So what does the quarterback do? Does he let the girl of his dreams be prostituted, or does he let all his teammates down?

The Comic Premise can be a potent counterbalance to every writer’s dread: the writer’s block, and the blank screen or page that accompanies that block. The point is that a good premise has the power and potential to start writing itself and can be developed in any number of ways as long as you follow a few basic principles:

• Once the premise is established, YOU CANNOT TELL ANOTHER LIE.

You tell one big lie, but after that you have to develop the story honestly, organically, and truthfully. Big asks us to believe that a little boy turns into a man overnight, but from that point onward, the narrative proceeds truthfully, with no more lies being told. The premise of Groundhog Day is that a day repeats itself over and over again. Could that ever happen? No. But if it did happen, everything else that occurs in the story develops truthfully from that one lie. In Chicken Little, an anthropomorphic chicken tells his town the sky is falling, creating a rift with his father and humiliation for himself at a time in which kids least want to be embarrassed — Middle School. The movie culminates in the big baseball game in which our protagonist, Chicken Little, hits a home run, wins the game, and finally redeems himself in his father’s eyes. End of story. But not really, because that’s only HALF the movie. The other half concerns an alien invasion that is only tangentially connected to the story that we’ve been following for an hour. Two lies, two premises, and one unsuccessful movie. The premise is the one time you can lie; after that you have to develop the story organically, through the characters.

• All action flows honestly and organically from the premise, based on character.

In Big, the kid goes for help, first to his mom, then to his best friend. Then he and his best friend try to track down the fortune-telling machine. The city clerk tells them it’ll take a month to process their request, so the friend steals some money from his folks, and puts the kid up in a flop house, where he has to wait out the thirty days. All the action from the premise is based on character need, on what “wins” for them, not on “Wouldn’t it be funny if. . .?”

• Characters are brought on through NEED and THEME.

• Premise is the engine; Theme is the rudder.

If you have a couple dining in a restaurant, then you’re going to need a waiter. In Groundhog Day you have the protagonist, Phil. You have Rita, who is the angel of love. Why is Dom, the cameraman, there? Because otherwise the shot would look terrible because the camera would be on the ground since there’s no one there to hold the camera. He’s brought on through need. There’s really only one other character in Groundhog Day — the town itself. All the townspeople are brought on through theme.

What’s the theme of Groundhog Day? A lot of people think themes are like messages, or mottos, like “Love conquers all.” To me, that’s more of a postcard: “Love conquers all, wish you were here.” To me, the theme is best expressed as a question. Romeo and Juliet isn’t about “love conquers all.” It asks the question: “What is the nature of love?” And one of the answers is that love lives forever.

The question in Groundhog Day is “How can you be a mensch in the world?” “Mensch” is a Yiddish word that means a good man, a good person. How can you be a good person in the world? If that’s the question the film is asking, then it has to provide Phil with a world in which he can become a good person — the town and people of Punxsutawney. You know who’s not in Groundhog Day? The President of the United States, because it has nothing to do with politics; Phil’s mother, because the theme isn’t about family. And Stephanie. If you’ve seen the movie, you probably don’t remember Stephanie. In a version that’s online, there is a Stephanie. The studio demanded an explanation for the magic, so in the second draft Danny Rubin and Harold Ramis came up with Stephanie, a girl who works at the television station in Pittsburgh that Phil slept with and dumped. Stephanie, who’s into Ouija boards and crystals, is angry at him, so she puts a curse on him.

But what happens if you put Stephanie in the script? How does that change the theme? If you have Stephanie as the catalyst, a rejected, New Age, Ouija-wielding witch who puts a curse on you, it changes the theme from how can you be a good person to how can you be a better boyfriend? By calling in the wrong character, the theme, and the movie itself, is sidetracked and diminished.

• Characters determine Events and Structure; Events and Structure should not dictate to Character.

As Bill Prady of The Big Bang Theory puts it, “We follow the characters, and let them tell us what they’re going to do next.”

• Other characters’ needs are as strong as the main character’s.

In Head of State, the presidential and vice presidential candidates for a political party are killed in a plane crash — always a funny way to start a movie. The evil head of the party decides that he can’t run this year, so he makes sure that the least likely candidate for President ever is nominated. And that turns out to be an alderman from Washington DC, Mays Gilliam (Chris Rock). There’s a scene at a fundraiser, with Gilliam glad-handing rich white donors. Also at the party are his two political handlers. One is a woman, who’s in on the evil scheme, and the other is a man who’s clueless about the scheme and wondering why he got stuck with such a rotten candidate. There’s a point in the fundraiser when Gilliam, trying to “get the party started,” starts playing DJ. He gets all the old white people to start dancing hip-hop (always hilarious), and on the microphone exhorts them to “Throw your hands in the air, shake them like you just don’t care, and if I’ve got your vote for President, let me hear you say, Oh yeah!” And all the white people shout “Oh yeah!”

Watching this, aghast, are the two political handlers. The woman has a right to be aghast — she wants Gilliam to lose. But why is the man aghast? He just saw a whole room of rich white people connecting with his candidate. Why doesn’t that make him smile, or at least consider it a good thing? Because he’s not a real person, never was, and never will be. He’s there to be a predictable character, having a predictable reaction, in a predictable way. He’s there as a stick figure that some scriptwriter or director is pushing around because they’re the uptight handlers. The man should be deliriously happy. He should come in the next day dressed in a backward baseball cap and baggy pants. And this is what I mean about writing from the character’s point of view, through the character’s rods and cones. Every character, even minor characters, have to be allowed their integrity as human beings, have to be allowed their own point of view. And if they’re winning from their own point of view, you have to allow them that.

CAVEAT

Is it possible to write a brilliant, hysterical comedy about a boy and a girl sitting on a park bench talking for two hours? Sure. It’s just really hard to pull off. At some point, you face the possibility of hitting that writer’s block I’ve heard so much about. (OK, confession: I’ve more than heard about it.) A great comic premise makes the story and all its possibilities create an explosion in your imagination — kind of like a creative Big Bang. As the story starts to expand in your mind, you can’t wait to start writing it down. When you tell your friends about it, they get excited too, because the story possibilities are so abundant. After telling the initial lie, you don’t have to sweat or strain to invent comic bits. If the characters are human enough to be “Non-Heroes” — flawed and fumbling, like we all are, yet keep picking themselves up no matter how many times they get knocked down — the comedy will occur naturally.


PART III

THE PUNCH LINE

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS AND SOME NOT SO FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

“OK, so what’s the speed of dark?”
“What happens if you get scared half to death twice?”
“If God dropped acid, would he see people?”

— Steven Wright


CHAPTER 14

COMEDY F.A.Q.
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What about jokes?

There are a lot of joke-writing experts out there, including Greg Dean’s Step by Step to Stand-up Comedy. But my take on jokes in narratives is that they need to accomplish four things:

1. Further the Action

2. Define Character

3. Deliver A Unique View of the World

4. Be Compressed

In terms of narrative comedy, a joke has to further the action. It can’t stop the forward progress of the character just to say something funny, unless the character is a professional joke writer. In our seminars, we screen a scene from an ‘80s sitcom about a “hip” minister. His secretary walks in one morning, takes a look at him and says, “Oh. You look like you died and nobody told you!” The minister’s response is, “I did die yesterday. Boo!” Not only is that an unfunny joke (my opinion) but it stops the action dead. If all you can come up with is a weak response, it’s better just to keep the story going by having the response be something along the order of a dryly delivered “Thanks.” That at the very least keeps the narrative going and doesn’t destroy our belief in the reality of the characters (or our belief in the talents of the writers).

A joke has to define character. It’s been fifty years since the joke teller could be somebody who didn’t write his or her own jokes. The 1950s were kind of the end of that. Starting in the 1950s, you had people writing their own jokes, meaning that they were writing for a persona, a character. And therefore every funny thing that came to their mind wouldn’t be right for that character. I have a lot of friends who are stand-ups and they would share jokes. A comic might say, “Paul, this is a joke for you. This isn’t for me. I wrote it; I came up with it; but I can’t use it because it’s not my persona. It’s not the character I play onstage.” So a joke has to define character.

It has be a unique view of the world. What’s a hack comic? A hack comic is somebody who makes jokes on obvious targets without any kind of tweak or new angle on it. “Boy, socks! You put three pair in the washing machine, only two and a half come out. What’s up with that?” We’ve all been to that club, haven’t we? Because that joke doesn’t see the world in a unique way; it sees the world in a very banal way. Everybody has had that thought. If everybody has that thought, why am I standing up in front of you saying it? Why aren’t you here saying it? Jerry Seinfeld does a routine on laundry. He sees the washing machine as the nightclub of clothes: it’s dark, everyone’s dancing around. He imagines that the socks are leaving the dryer because they’re escaping. He goes through this whole prison break scenario. You know, the sock up against the side of the drum because of static cling? It’s one of the guys waiting to get away. So you need to see the world in a unique way, not the way everybody else sees the world.

And finally, it needs to be compressed. George S. Kaufman, the American comic playwright who wrote You Can’t Take It With You and many other classic comedies, used to stand in the back of the audience, and he would count the syllables in a joke. Because he knew if he could express the same idea in one less syllable, there’d be a bigger reaction. One syllable less.

The way a joke works — the physiology of a joke, the neurology of a joke — is that our brains create little highways called neural pathways, and a joke is going down that pathway, and all of a sudden the punch line creates a detour, and the thought has to create a new neural pathway. That creates a tiny explosion in your brain. That creates the physiological effect of pushing air through the lungs. That little explosion in your brain is mirrored by the kind of explosion in the lungs that creates a laugh.

So what that means is the joke doesn’t exist in your line of dialogue. It exists between the audience and you. They’ve got to complete the joke. If you give too much information, they just go, yeah, OK, makes sense. If you don’t give enough information, they go, huh? So you have to give them just enough information to play along. It’s like you’re creating little verbal Sudokus in which you leave part of it undone and the audience has to fill it in.

To illustrate that, here is a scene from a Marx Brothers movie The Big Store. Groucho is being interviewed for the position of Store Detective.

GROUCHO, The STORE MANAGER and a WOMAN are standing in the store.

MANAGER

Now I’ll ask you a simple question. It’s bargain day, the store is crowded, a woman faints, what do you do?

GROUCHO

How old is she?

MANAGER

(shocked reaction!)

It furthers the action — he’s still participating in the job interview by answering the question. For those who point out that he didn’t answer the question, I’d just like to say that as a good Jew, he answers a question with a question. It defines his character as a lecherous scamp. It sees the world in a unique way, because the normal reaction would have been to react to a woman’s medical plight. Instead, Groucho sees an opportunity, depending, of course, on how old she is. And it’s compressed. Four syllables. He might have answered:

GROUCHO

Well, it all depends on how old she is.

Same thought, more syllables. Doesn’t make it better.

What was the meaning of the different sentences in the Comedy Perception Test?

Remember the Comedy Perception Test?

A. Man slipping on a banana peel.

B. Man wearing a top hat slipping on a banana peel.

C. Man slipping on a banana peel after kicking a dog.

D. Man slipping on a banana peel after losing his job.

E. Blind man slipping on a banana peel.

F. Blind man’s dog slipping on a banana peel.

and

G. Man slipping on a banana peel, and dying.

The seven sentences are meant to represent different kinds or genres of comedy.

B: MAN WEARING A TOP HAT SLIPPING ON A BANANA PEEL represents social comedy or comedy of manners. The man wearing the top hat is, in effect, telling a lie. The top hat is saying, in effect, “Gravity does not and will not affect me. I can walk around and never fall down.” The banana peel punctures the lie and proves that the man in the top hat is the same as the rest of us — human, flawed, and fallible.

C: MAN SLIPPING ON A BANANA PEEL AFTER KICKING A DOG is revenge comedy, or satire. George S. Kaufman has been quoted as saying, “Satire is what closes on Saturday night.” By that, he doesn’t mean that Americans were too stupid to appreciate satire, but that satire is primarily the COMEDY OF IDEAS. Comedy tells the truth about people, the comedy has to focus on how the ideas affect people, not just the ideas themselves. For example, take the 1980s satire Deal of the Century, which I’m assuming many of you readers are (thankfully) unaware of. Deal of the Century starred Chevy Chase and Gregory Hines as unscrupulous arms dealers to the third world. The point that the filmmakers were making is that dealing arms to the third world is a bad thing. That was the main thrust of their idea. How long did it take to communicate that idea? About two minutes (this was not a subtle movie). Unfortunately, there were about 118 minutes left in the movie, and since the concerns of the movie were not with real human beings that you could care about, there wasn’t much left there for us to enjoy.

Compare that to Wag the Dog, a delicious, prescient satire about the dangerous intersection between politics and entertainment. In Wag the Dog, you had three great performances, anchored by Dustin Hoffman’s ever-optimistic producer, who when faced with a dilemma cheerfully responded, “During the filming of The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, three of the horsemen died two weeks before the ending of principle photography. This is nothing, this is nothing. This is . . . this is . . . this is act one — The War!” Hoffman’s funny, foul-mouthed valentine to Hollywood made you care about the characters, and therefore made you care about the satire.

E: BLIND MAN SLIPPING ON A BANANA PEEL is meant to refer to “black” comedy. The late ‘40s, ‘50s, and early ‘60s showed the rise of the “sick” comic, like Lenny Bruce or Mort Sahl. It’s no surprise that these “sick” comedians came of age in that time period, following World War II, the Holocaust, and Hiroshima.

Do you remember any Helen Keller jokes? Dead baby jokes? Sure you do. When we were kids, we knew all those jokes. (“How did Helen Keller’s parents punish her? They rearranged the furniture.” “What’s Helen Keller’s latest book? Around the Block in Eighty Days.” “How do you make a dead baby float? Two parts vanilla ice cream, one part dead baby.”) Why do kids like telling those jokes? Because they’re horrible excuses for human beings, and should be smothered at birth? No, they tell those jokes because death and dismemberment are the things that frighten them the most. So in order to deal with those fears, to whistle past the graveyard, to not have to sit home, weeping softly, writing haiku, they make jokes of the things that frighten them the most. And that’s what the “sick” comics did: they took the things that frightened us the most, and made us laugh at them.

F: BLIND MAN’S DOG SLIPPING ON A BANANA PEEL represents the comedy of alienation or contemporary comedy. When you hear “Blind man,” you start thinking, “Oh, no, not another blind man joke! I didn’t like the first one . . . oh, wait a minute, it’s not the blind man, it’s the dog, oh that’s much better!” By sidetracking onto the dog, the joke is still about the blind man. In the same way: Mort Sahl would come out with a copy of the The New York Times and that was his act — A-bomb tests, cold war with Russia, Joseph McCarthy — all the things that frighten us. Steve Martin would come out with an arrow through his head; it’s the same joke about our mortality, but at a distance — and absurd — made so that modern audiences are able to accept it.

D: BLIND MAN SLIPPING ON A BANANA PEEL AFTER LOSING HIS JOB. This is my personal favorite, not because it’s necessarily the funniest, but because if you can make people laugh about the countless hard things that can happen to them, that truly affect our lives, that’s true art. That’s the comedy of Chaplin, of Keaton and Laurel & Hardy, of Frank Capra in It’s a Wonderful Life, of Broadcast News and (500) Days of Summer.

There really are only two un-comic sentences — the first and the last. The first —

A: MAN SLIPPING ON A BANANA PEEL

– because it lacks details. In Trevor Griffith’s Comedians, the old stand-up comic tells his adult-education class that “. . .a comedian draws pictures of the world. The closer you look, the better you draw.” Lack of detail is what separates the mundane from the comic. In Hannah and Her Sisters, Woody Allen’s character fears that he has a fatal, inoperable brain tumor. In the middle of the night, he blurts out his prayer to God: “I don’t want . . . to end up like the guy in the wool cap who delivers for the florist!” That sharp detail, that specificity, illuminates that line. Imagine if it had been instead, “I don’t want to end up like some idiot!” The coarse contemporary comic might punch it up by adding the f-bomb, “I don’t want to end up like some fucking retard!” Or he might go jokey, “I don’t want to end up like some Mongolian midget!” Allen’s use of the specific lets us know the extent and the depth of his anxiety, and hones in on his comedic angst. Without detail, the comedy deteriorates to the “Walter Crankcase” school of comedy, where you’re trying to make a joke by the use of puns, silly names, or obvious insults.

To some —

G: MAN SLIPS ON A BANANA PEEL AND DIES

– is their pick for the funniest. Now, I’m not arguing with them, if they think it’s funny, they’re absolutely right — it’s funny to them. (On the other hand, G is the choice of most French Nihilists.) But it’s not death that I think is not comic; it’s the death of hope. Death itself can be plenty funny (if it’s not happening to you), but even with death, there has to be an element of hope. Comedy is, in part, the study of people possessing and acting on stupid, futile, idiotic misplaced hope. Insane illogical actions predicated on the slimmest hope (Woody Allen to would-be murderers, “Don’t shoot me! I’m a bleeder! I’ll ruin the rug!”).

Take, for example, It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World, a fairly unfunny movie from 1963 starring the funniest comics of the ‘50s and ‘60s. At the beginning of the picture, Jimmy Durante plays a jewel thief who’s running away from the law. He’s racing up the Pacific Coast Highway, trying to get away from the cops. Following right behind him is a cavalcade of comic stars of the time: Milton Berle, Sid Caesar, Jonathan Winters, Buddy Hackett, Mickey Rooney, etc. The thief races around the dangerous cliff . . . he misses a turn . . . is thrown out of the car as it flies off the cliff. Seeing the accident, the swarm of other characters rush down the side of the windswept, rocky hill to find the thief lying there, dying. As he’s dying, he croaks out where the stolen jewels are hidden, “Under the big double-u!” And then, suddenly, he dies, and as he does, in a paroxysm of death, his leg kicks out, kicking a nearby bucket down the hill, to the shock and amazement of the onlookers.

This scene usually gets a laugh, but the question is, why? What are we laughing at? Are we laughing at the death of a man? Can we be that cruel to mock a man’s demise, even one with a truly huge proboscis? Someone in the audience will venture, “Well, we’re not laughing at a man’s death, we’re laughing at the cliché of him literally kicking the bucket.” OK, the cliché’s been actualized.

But consider this alternate scene: The thief is still driving wildly on the cliffs above Big Sur, but he’s far ahead of any followers. When his car flies off the cliff, there’s no crowd — there’s no one there to see it. And there, alone on the rocky hill he dies, and as he dies, his leg kicks out, kicking a nearby bucket down the hill.

Is that image as funny as the first? Probably not. So what’s missing? The other people! Comedy tells the truth about people. We’re not laughing at the man’s death; there’s nothing funny about that. What we’re laughing at are the people who have witnessed a cliché come to horrible life. Their shocked bewilderment and the pathetic ways they attempt to deal (mostly in broad reaction shots) with the character “kicking the bucket” are what fuels the comedy, not just the silly cliché. Their trying to make sense of a nonsensical death is what makes it comic. The hope is present in the scene in their bumbling, bewildered, slightly stupefied attempt to make sense, to wrap their heads around the bizarre cliché-come-to-life they just witnessed. That’s the human equation in the scene. It is their hope to understand that we find comic, not the death. Where there is no hope, there is no comedy.

What about writing for sitcoms?

First, read Chad Gervich’s book Small Screen, Big Picture and Ellen Sandler’s The TV Writer’s Workbook. But since you’re reading this book now, I can share with you the Seven Secrets of Highly Successful Sitcom Writers:

SECRET #1: Before you start to write your spec, you need to find out what agents, managers, development and show runners are reading these days. It’s not always the most popular ones. Tastes in sitcoms vary regularly, mostly because of the sheer volume agents and producers have to read. This month, The Big Bang Theory and New Girl are good reads, but things will probably be different three or six months from now. Plus, more and more agents want to read original specs, to hear your voice!

There are hundreds of forums, groups, and message boards online, such #tvwriterchat on Twitter where you can ask questions, share information and generally e-network. (Thank God for the Internet! What did writers do before Google?)

SECRET #2: Having chosen a show to focus on, the next step is to really zero in on it. Watch as many hours of the show as you can, and read some of the produced scripts. If the show isn’t brand new, then the Museum of Broadcasting might be a good place to track one down.

The thing that you’re trying to learn is the show’s voice. You don’t just sit down and start writing jokes. Lines that work on Modern Family would be out of place on Curb Your Enthusiasm. In addition to the tone of the show, you need to become a connoisseur of the voices of the individual characters. In just the same way that a joke on one show won’t work on another, you have to understand each character, and how they see the world and how they express themselves. One common complaint about a rejected spec is that “it just didn’t sound like Sheldon/Homer/Etc.”

OK, you’ve got the show, and you’ve nailed the tone and the characters. That’s it, right? (I bet you already know the answer to that one.)

We’ve often heard of writers beating themselves up at 2 a.m. trying to come up with the best “blow” to the scene (“blow” is a term used to describe the final joke or tag to a scene). But what the writers in the room really spend the most time doing is coming up with the story beats. The beats are the outline for the 22-minute story, often weaving a subplot (the “B” story) in with the main plot (the “A” story).

SECRET #3: The next important step is coming up with a strong story. The best spec stories focus on the series main characters (don’t introduce that kooky uncle from Queens in this one), avoid replicating a plot that’s already been done or that is upcoming in the current season, and have a strong emotional basis. Oh, and are really funny, too.

Many writers make the mistake of thinking that there have to be a certain number of jokes per page — there is no quota. On the other hand, don’t wait until Page 8 to introduce the conflict. You have about two or three pages (some agents swear that you only have one) to convince the reader that he or she is reading a strong representative of the real show AND hook them into the main story of the episode AND maybe get a laugh while you’re doing it.

The best way to make sure you’ve accomplished all that? Go find three to seven other writers all doing the same thing.

David Fury (Fringe) was a sketch comedian when he first came to L.A. (his group Brain Trust was among the few sketch groups ever to do The Tonight Show. . . and this was when Johnny Carson still ruled the roost). But David wanted more. He wanted to write for television. So he joined a group of writers who got together every week to read each other’s work and share notes, advice, and support. Kind of like A.A., but without all the bad hangovers. With the help of the group, David landed a job on a sitcom. A few years later, Steve Skrovan, a stand-up and cable-show host, also joined the same writers’ group. Steve had written sketches and plays, but was learning how to write sitcoms. As one result of working with the group, Steve landed a job on Seinfeld which led to his becoming one of the executive producers of Everybody Loves Raymond.

SECRET #4: The writers’ group is an indispensable tool for comedy, because comedy doesn’t exist in a vacuum. The best way to find out whether something is funny is to read it out loud in a group of people. If there’s no laughter, you might have a problem. And a writers’ group is usually an amazing (and free!) resource of story ideas, beat sheets, plot point troubleshooting, gags, job leads, and talent rep referrals. Where can you find a group? Again, look online, join a theater company, or take a class. (Groups have often formed out of Comedy Intensive classes I’ve held. In fact, Brain Trust evolved out of a theater I ran in New York: Manhattan Punch Line.)

So now, with the help of your writing buddies, you’ve written the killer script. Now what?

Now you have to get it to someone. That’s great if your Uncle Ari also happens to be the guy running one of the biggest agencies in town, but what if you don’t have an Uncle Ari? Can’t you just send the script out? If it’s great, that’s all you need, right?

The truth about Hollywood is that it’s high school . . . with money. Remember high school? You didn’t invite the kid with the highest grade average to your parties; you invited the kids you were friends with. (Sometimes they were the same kid, but not always.) Hollywood works the same way. People are just more likely to give your script closer attention if they know the person who handed it to them.

Which means — SECRET #5 — that you have to sit down and make a list of everyone, and I mean everyone, who you ever knew, or went to school with, or had a cup of coffee with, or stood behind in a line to get a cup of coffee with, and get in touch with that person. Every one of them. Because you have no idea where your big break is coming from or who it’s coming from or who they know or who they can pass you along to. And since you have no idea (and you don’t have an Uncle Les Moonves), you need to connect or reconnect with all of them. Invite them out for a cup of coffee. Explain what you’re up to. Ask them to point you in the right direction; what would they do if they were in your situation?

Yes, there are jerks who have forgotten that you loaned them five dollars in the fifth grade, who now won’t return your phone calls. (It was Woody Allen who once said that Hollywood isn’t dog eat dog, it’s “dog won’t return the other dog’s phone call.”) So what? Who wants to have coffee with a jerk, anyway? The point is, if someone called you out of the blue and asked for help, what would you do? Of course, you’d do what you could for them. So why are you so different from the next person? You’re not. So send those emails, and make those phone calls.

The last step is now that someone who can help has read your script, and you’re sitting with an agent, or manager, or executive producer — now you have to be good in the room! SECRET #6: This is that all-important quality that separates the men from the baristas — if Hollywood is high school with money, then the writers’ room is summer camp . . . with even more money. And who wants to spend summer camp with a drudge? That’s why so many ex-comics and actors have made a successful transition to writing: not only are they good writers, they’re great in the room, because they used to entertain much larger rooms of people.

I once recommended a writing team to a literary agent. He liked, not loved, their spec, but agreed to see them as a favor. He called after the meeting and gushed, “They were great!” He wasn’t saying that he just realized how good their writing was, he was excited at how good they were in the room. He was now convinced that if he submitted them to show runners, they would be equally good in those meetings and in the room if they were hired.

Does this mean you have to put on a red nose and show up to meetings with big shoes and a flower in your lapel that squirts water? No, but you do need to know that while being that painfully shy, dark, and moody person may have worked for you in your living room while you were writing your laugh-out-loud script, that painfully shy, dark, and moody personality is going to be a liability for you in a meeting. Remember how charming you were when you met that significant other? In the room, it’s the same thing. Only with all your clothes on.

So now you know the seven secrets of successful sitcom spec writing. (Were there seven? I forgot to keep count.) And after a couple of years, some network executive might pull you aside and whisper, “You’re doing a great job! Do you have any ideas for us?” Now, what was that good idea you had? Hmmm. . . .

What are your favorite movies?

Sometimes at the end of one of my workshops or seminars, I’m asked, “What’s your favorite comedy?” I find that an almost impossible question to answer. How can I select just one? I love comedy, I love comedians, I love great writing — there are literally dozens I can watch and enjoy over and over again.

So I don’t bother saying, “This one’s my favorite” or “This one’s the funniest.” Because, like potato chips, you can’t pick just one. Or even ten. But I can think of a list of great comic artists and ask myself, “Which one’s the best Road movie, or best Woody Allen, or best Python?” And so here’s my list: These might not even be the funniest, but they are the ones which I think most epitomize what’s greatest in comedy writing, performance, and filmmaking. (Some of you might notice that I still have more than ten. What can I say? Math was never my strong suit.)

In no particular order (although I have to admit that Groundhog Day is my favorite):

Groundhog Day. A delicious premise, great supporting cast, and the best Bill Murray performance. Ever. And let’s not forget about Harold Ramis’ brave direction. He helped give the movie heart, and when he refused to cut the “Old Man Dying” sequence, gave it soul as well.

Sleeper/Annie Hall/Manhattan. OK, I couldn’t narrow it down to just one Woody Allen, but these three stand out above all the rest. Annie Hall and Manhattan broke new ground and often broke our hearts, while Sleeper just split our sides. Classic moment: Woody and the container of cocaine in Annie Hall.

Bowfinger. Yes, Bowfinger. Maybe not as funny as The Jerk, or as romantic as L.A. Story or Roxanne, but in its own way it was the ultimate romantic comedy: a daffy valentine to actors, writers, directors, producers, and anyone who ever aspired to any of those roles. That being said, an Honorable Mention has to go to Waiting for Guffman.

The Producers. Forget the film of the musical. This is prime, rude, and funny Mel Brooks, with a pitch-perfect performance by Gene Wilder and the gargantuan talent of the late, great Zero Mostel. Best moment: as the chorus belts out “Springtime for Hitler,” the camera pans an audience full of slack-jawed New Yorkers, frozen in horror and disbelief.

Road to Utopia. Who doesn’t love Bob and Bing and the Road movies? Utopia finds our boys in Alaska and is full of talking bears, talking fish, and the best sight gags, ad-libs, and asides of the series. That sound you hear is the fourth wall being constantly broken, as our lovable rogues seem to talk to us more than they do the other characters.

Modern Times: Charlie and the Age of Industry, as he is literally swallowed by the assembly line and spit out, a bit worse for wear but still full of pluck and hope.

There’s Something About Mary: The Farrellys’ best. In this film, they navigate the line of gross-out humor and bad taste without crossing over (much). Most memorable scene: some say it’s Cameron Diaz’ hair “gel,” but I vote for Ben Stiller in braces, zipping up while his “frank and beans” are still out. In a bathroom that begins to echo the famous Marx Bros. stateroom scene, the Farrellys reached comic heights as most men in the audience reach for their . . . uh . . . And you might say that this film led to . . .

The 40 Year Old Virgin. Judd Apatow’s brilliant melding of raunchy humor with heartfelt character comedy. And the film works because we’re always made to care for Steve Carrell’s arrested adolescent adult, as opposed to simply mocking him. When he finally seals the deal, what more perfect ending could there be than the entire cast singing and dancing to “Aquarius”!

Monty Python and the Life of Brian: More than a brilliant series of sketches, Brian is a brilliant, complete film, with a coda that captures in a song the entire meaning of comedy and meaning of life.

OK, so that’s ten, but already I’m despondent over the exclusion of James Brooks’ masterful, funny, and touching Broadcast News; Ben Stiller’s acid love letter to the Industry, Tropic Thunder; Danny Kaye’s The Court Jester; Hugh Grant in the best romantic comedy between a grown man and a boy, About a Boy . . . .

And talking about romantic comedies, how the hell could I forget to include When Harry Met Sally? Or Big? Or Tootsie?

So, you see, the list goes on. You probably have a completely different list of ten. And you know what? You’re right too. Let’s watch ’em all!

How important is the process of rewriting in comedy and why?

The oft-repeated phrase “Writing is rewriting” is true for all forms of writing, but with comedy you have to include another co-writer: the audience. As far back as the ancient Greeks, comedians have broken the fourth wall — first the Greeks had to invent the wall just so they could break it — and directly interacted with the audience. In no small way, comedy doesn’t exist until it’s performed before an audience, and the best comics and writers have always known this.

Prior to filming A Night at the Opera, The Marx Brothers toured the comic set pieces of the film, including the famous stateroom scene, up and down the West Coast in vaudeville houses and theaters, so that when they finally filmed the scenes, the comedy had been honed in front of live audiences. Filmmakers such as Judd Apatow and the Farrelly brothers have improved portions of their films based upon audience reactions during a preview screening. In Dumb & Dumber, there was a snowball fight between Lauren Holly, Jeff Daniels, and Jim Carrey. In one shot Holly was knocked down with a big chunk of ice, and when she popped back up into frame, there was a small trickle of blood on her lip. The audience went cold and didn’t come back for the next twenty minutes. The Farrellys realized that the audience didn’t want to see Holly’s character being hurt, so they eventually reshot the scene so that when she popped back up, it was minus the blood. They kept the audience with them, and the laughter continued.

Whatever you’ve written has to interact at some point with an audience, whether it’s at a preview in Westwood, in front of an audience in a theater, or just in an informal reading in your local writers’ group.

The other important point about rewriting in comedy is that you don’t sacrifice character for jokes. There always can be other jokes. But you always have to protect the audience’s belief and empathy for your characters. If you sacrifice either for a quick laugh, you’ll often end up with neither.

Also, without rewrites, the actors will be saying all the typos.

What is the difference between writing comedy for movies versus writing comedy for TV?

While movies feature the “Comic Premise” — an impossibility or implausibility that could never happen, but does, which sends our ordinary characters into extraordinary situations — half-hour comedies rely less on the premise, the “high-concept,” and more on creating a kind of charming dysfunctional family, such as Everybody Loves Raymond or Seinfeld or Modern Family — kind of like your own family, in that everyone (except you, of course) seems to be crazy, but better than your own family, in that you don’t have to live with them, you just have to visit them for a half-hour every week.

Another difference is that in features, you establish and complete character arcs over a two-hour period, whereas in sitcoms, characters still change, but in very tiny increments, over long periods of time. Ongoing relationships ebb and flow, but character and character dynamics remain the same for much of the life of the sitcom. Just like in life, people rarely change, and when they do, not by much.

What advice would you give for aspiring comedy writers?

Hang around with other funny people. There are two great ways to do that. One would be to join an improv group or take improv classes. Since much of comedy is character-based, the best way to get inside a character’s head is to be one. Even if you’re not interested in being a performer or stand-up, the comic skills you’ll pick up are invaluable when writing material, whether it’s long form or short form, or just a set-up and punch line. The second piece of advice would be to form or join a writers’ group. Once you’ve written your material, it’s imperative to hear the material read out loud in front of even a small group of friends and colleagues. It’s basic to comedy: the interaction between script, performer, and audience. You’ve got to hear how those golden pearls play when read by humans to humans. You’re not looking for hours of rehearsal and polished performances, but just an intelligent read can tell you what’s alive and kicking in your script, and what’s dead as a doornail, only you don’t know it yet. So, in a nutshell: Funny people get funnier when in the company of other funny people.

But how can new comedy writers break into the business?

Well, it depends on where they’re trying to break into — breaking into features is a lot different than breaking into television. But either way, I can give you no better advice than that of my good friend Chad Gervich.

Chad says that there are a couple of things you need to have in order to break in: first, you need to have the right material. The material needs to be not just good, but “outstandingly good.” Luckily, however, thanks to the new media, what constitutes material has enlarged to encompass a lot more than just a rocking 100-page screenplay. Trey Parker and Matt Stone (South Park) were discovered by sending agents a video Christmas card featuring their now-beloved characters. Maybe you’ve created a three-minute video that’s killing them on FunnyorDie.com. And there are at least three Twitter feeds (in addition to S**tMyDadSays) that are being developed as series!

OK, you’ve written that tiger-blood-filled gnarly script/teleplay/video/tweet. For TV, Chad says you need to be in the right position to get the job. In order to break you in as a baby writer on TV, someone somewhere needs to know you. OK, you can write — but are you a good person? Good in the room? Productive, or a druggie? Dependable, or a flake? “Most babies get their break because they’re in a professional position to get promoted onto a writing staff,” according to Chad. “This usually means working as a Writer’s Assistant . . . or an EP’s assistant . . . or a Script Coordinator . . . or in some position that gives you access to writers, show runners, and producers who will promote you.” And to do that means you’re working and living in L.A. So welcome to the Big Orange! Just don’t cut me off when we’re merging together on the 101.

You’ve consulted on more than 500 scripts for film and TV. What are the typical weaknesses you find in scripts?

The most typical weakness in scripts centers around “funny.” A comedy’s only as good as it’s funny, right? So there is the tendency to do things for “funny’s sake.” Funny characters, funny lines, funny situations, funny disasters, funny spills, trips, and spits. And if it’s not working, add more “funny” and stir. The only problem with that is that “funny” is subjective.

How important is story structure in comedy?

Structure is very important. One of my good friends is Michael Hauge (we toured Australia together teaching a seminar on Romantic Comedies. He handled the romance), and I always refer people at my workshops to his very useful and clear Six Step Story Structure.

But to blindly follow a generic structure makes as much sense as building every building with the same blueprints. It would be as silly to build up to the climax on Page 40, and have the characters sitting around chatting pleasantly for sixty pages as it would be for you to stress that YOUR PIVOT POINT NEEDS TO HAPPEN AT THE 75% MARK, AND YOU’RE ALREADY UP TO 77%!

Chill. And watch some great movies with asymmetrical structures, such as Groundhog Day, which takes it own good time before it puts the character into peril (20 minutes) and then proceeds to tell its story in a five-act structure — Kubler-Ross’ Five Stages of Grief: Denial, Anger, Negotiation, Depression, and Acceptance. Or (500) Days of Summer’s wonderfully loopy fairy-tale structure, which sticks Aristotle’s Poetics where the sun don’t shine.

For sure, you should know structure. Just don’t feel like it’ll write your screenplay for you.

What does it take to be a successful rom-com writer?

I think it takes an appreciation of what’s it’s really like to be in a relationship with a man or woman, from the ridiculous to the sublime, without neglecting the anxiety, terror, pain, exhilaration and exhaustions that are inherent in any affair of the heart. The best writers don’t have to invent comic situations, they just have to have the heart, eye and mind to testify to the truth.

One of my scripts — which I think fits the romantic comedy genre — has been criticized by a funding committee for not having enough “belly laughs.” Where does “comedy” fit in “romantic comedy”? Should I be aiming to make it laugh-out-loud funny?

Well, belly laughs are in the eye, or the belly, of the beholder. One man’s The Hangover is another man’s . . . MacGruber. And while there are many belly laughs in The 40 Year Old Virgin, how many belly laughs are there in (500) Days of Summer? What (500) Days does offer are the subtle joys, exhilarations and depth of emotion of a love affair gone awry. Not a bad deal, really, even without the requisite dick jokes found in many of the progeny of American Pie.

The thing to remember is that there’s no set rule for how many laughs there should be on the page of a romantic comedy. If you’re working from a good Comic Premise, the most important thing is that you draw the characters truthfully, and let the characters overcome their goals and pursue their desires simply, honestly, and organically. It might not sound all that hysterical, but doesn’t that describe a good romantic comedy like (500) Days of Summer a lot more than some dreadfully unfunny “comedy” like All About Steve or Fool’s Gold?

If you follow the characters honestly and organically, the results, while perhaps not side-splitting, will help you tell your own sweet, funny, silly, touching, moving, truthful romantic comedy.

Can what your Non-Hero wants change during the course of the story?

Of course. Oftentimes, the focus of your story begins the narrative thinking they want one thing; the events of the narrative and the character’s own natural arc transform the character, until what the character wants will change. In Groundhog Day, Phil starts out wanting to get out of Punxsutawney as soon as possible. When that becomes impossible, he then wants to live as hedonistic a life as possible, eating, drinking and smoking whatever he wants, taking whatever he wants, and screwing whomever he wants. When Phil finds out how empty and shallow that existence is, his want changes — he begins to want to live a useful, meaningful life, a life that includes the love of his life: Rita.

Doesn’t WINNING contradict three of the core elements of the comedic structure? Ordinary Guy — winning makes him a Hero; Insurmountable odds — winning makes odds surmountable without many of the tools required — winning implies the character has tools. What am I not understanding?

First off, it’s trying to win; trying doesn’t necessarily mean that you accomplish. But more to the point, even if a character in a comedy does manage to achieve something, he’s still a Non-Hero — lacks many skills, faces insurmountable odds — you’ve figured out some way to overcome — it may not be the best way, it may not even have worked, but you’ve given it a try . . . and surmounting insurmountable odds is the completion and often the end of the comic beat or narrative; and finally without many tools — characters often inadvertently solve problems, despite the lack of tools.

When should you not be a Non-Hero?

You should not be a Non-Hero (that is lacking required skills) if you want to increase the romantic or dramatic elements in the scene. In a ‘70s sitcom, as the buffoon is learning his lesson (a la Ted Baxter on The Mary Tyler Moore Show), it’s necessary to let him become more aware, heighten his sensitivity, and make him understand and be ashamed or embarrassed at his own actions. This leads to his apology or mea culpa, which is followed by the audience’s “Ahhhh!” moment. This, of course, is soon followed by the moron reverting to his moronic ways, which provides the comic blow to the scene.

What can an actor do to help a comedy script/scene/moment that is just badly written or structured? What do you do when the writing is bad, but the director wants a laugh?

One approach is not to worry about what you say; focus on who you are. Always play the character. Think of your mom, or your brother-in-law, or your dotty Aunt Ida. When they walk through the door, it doesn’t matter exactly what they say, or how they say hello. What makes them funny (in retrospect, at least) is who they are and the way they say it. As an actor, your job isn’t to write the script. Someone else is taking some heat for that. Your job is to bring the truth and perceptions of your character into any situation, and that includes what they’re saying and how they’re saying it. Another way to put it is: find a way to be human, which means everything that entails: flawed, sometimes stupid, confused, and exhibiting human behaviors.

There is one caveat: a script that’s laden with bad jokes. The approach here is if you can’t pitch a better one to the director, then ask the jokes to be removed, or better yet, get someone else to say them. Eastwood and De Niro regularly go through their scripts removing their own characters’ dialogue so they can spend more time listening and reacting.

What does it take to be a comedy writer?

This is similar to when people ask me, “What books should I read in order to write/act/direct comedy?” While there are good books (hopefully this is one of them) my answer always is: watch every funny movie you can think of, then read the scripts, then watch your favorite comedies on TV. How would you learn how to play jazz? From reading a book? No, from listening to it. For comedy, you have to watch and listen, and learn the music of it.

Dick Cavett apparently agrees. According to Cavett, “It took Bob Hope’s longtime head writer, Mort Lachman, to put into words a thing I had only sensed. ‘Comedy writing can be a fairly easy life,’ he said, ‘and you’ll make absurd amounts of money if you have two things: a sense of humor and the ability to turn on the comic you’re writing for in your head.’ A light went on. I realized, when I wrote for Jack, and later Johnny and others, the absolute importance of this. In music, the inability to do it would be called ‘having no ear.’ I saw writers who failed to get renewed at the end of those fateful thirteen weeks of trial because they sensed no difference in having their comic say ‘doubtless’ as opposed to ‘indubitably’ or just ‘sure.’ Perfectly good jokes weren’t recognized as such by a, shall we say, ‘working class’ comic because the word ‘perspicacity’ turned him off, where ‘smarts’ would have saved the writer’s gag. And job.”

Is it better if the joke is blatant or subtle, requiring sophistication or thought (the latter) or just is laugh-out-loud funny?

I think you need both kinds, depending on who the character is. Even within a stand-up act or for writing for a particular character, it’s best to not hit the same note over and over and over again. Otherwise, the audience can begin to anticipate (not in a good way) what’s coming up next. When the audience gets too ahead of you for too long, they won’t find anything funny, either of the sophisticated or the laugh out-loud variety.

What’s the biggest mistake in comedy?

The biggest mistake in comedy is trying too hard to make your characters funny. Let them be human — that’s funny enough. Another error is writers thinking that they’re superior to the characters they’re writing, not believing in the humanity of their own characters, and working overtime to invent ridiculous behavior in a strained effort to “be funny.” Look around. People are already pretty ridiculous without any help from you. As Edward Albee has said, “Let your characters do the work,” meaning that if you create vibrant, flawed characters, give them their head, follow and see where they lead you to. When Tony Kushner was writing Angels in America, a powerful, but still very funny play and screenplay, he found himself stuck in the middle of the play. He’s quoted as saying, “I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing. So I thought, I’m gonna ask a character. Who’s most like me? Louis. So I sat down, and I asked, ‘What is this play about?’” The answer got him a Tony, Emmy, and Pulitzer Prize.

In most comedies, the Non-Hero ends up coming out on top. Does that ultimately take away from the comedy?

Let’s understand something about Non-Heroes: in a comedy, everyone is a Non-Hero. Everyone has flaws, is imperfect, messes up, is less than a perfect human being. A Non-Hero is simply someone who lacks some, if not all, the required skills and tools with which to win. Since that includes everybody in the scenario, it isn’t a contradiction that the main character, also a Non-Hero, wins the day. Winning, in and of itself, is not an indication or skill. In fact, the protagonist in a comedy often wins inadvertently, despite his or her enormous lack of skill.

How do you take a “familiar archetype character” and make it fresh?

One way to make a stereotypical character un-stereotypical is to model the character on someone you really know. Rather than a generic “bully,” use your Cousin Ernie, or your brother Ralph, or that kid who pulled your pigtails in seventh grade. Remember he used to try to give you swirlies, but cried like a girl when he got kicked? The more specific the character, the better. And remember that you also have to see the world through his eyes as well, beat by beat. Truthful, honest, organic moment-to-moment behavior is the antidote to stereotypical behavior.

When “punching up” a script, what are the most important things to look for or accomplish?

Assuming that there aren’t major story or structural problems, a punch-up generally consists of “killing your darlings” by cutting weak and unnecessary gags and sequences, and sharpening your characters’ moment-by-moment perspective. It’s instructive to look at a screenplay like Groundhog Day, for instance. You can download an early draft online, and compare it to the completed film. The draft is full of jokes — in fact, in this draft, Phil Connors is NEVER at a loss for a quip, a put-down, or an insult. What is revelatory is how little of it survived the final cut. The jokes might have made it “funnier,” but it also slowed down the story and undercut our belief in the character, which ultimately hurts the comedy. The biggest laughs in Groundhog Day come not from quips, but from fully defined characters perceiving the world through their own point of view: When Phil, dejected in a bar, describes his metaphysical plight by asking, “What would you do, if every day of your life were exactly the same, and nothing you do matters?” he’s answered by a trucker sitting next to him, one who says morosely, “That about sums it up for me.” The comedy comes not from a quip, but from a character seeing the world through his own unique prism, and responding accordingly. While there are a number of successful approaches to structuring a joke, the first and most important thing to work on is character.

When should I use the tools? Should I always have Metaphorical Relationships?

These are tools. When you go to your living room to turn on your TV, do you use a wrench or pair of pliers? No, you simply turn it on with a remote. My point is, if it’s not broken, you don’t need this tool. Tools are meant to be used when things don’t work.

Here’s the thing that I do know. You’ve written stuff or you’ve performed in stuff and it’s been brilliant — right? When you’re working, and everything’s golden, and it’s all flowing. You don’t want it to stop. The last thing in the world I want you to do is go, “Whoa, wait a second. What did Steve Kaplan say? Let me put this through the Kaplan sausage grinder.” No! What I want you to do is trust yourself. Let it flow. If it doesn’t work — when it doesn’t work — that’s when you need a tool. These are tools you can use to identify what’s not working, and tools you can use to fix it.

You don’t apply Metaphorical Relationship to every scene you have. Some scenes are just expositional or are fine the way they are. If it’s working, don’t mess it up by applying a formula like the Straight Line/Wavy Line.

It’s when things are flat or don’t work or something is un-dramatized that tools are necessary. If something isn’t working, that’s when you apply acquired principles, rules, and techniques to identify what is wrong and fix it. That’s why there are tools as opposed to a method. Trust yourself and your own way of seeing the world.


AFTERWORD

“I wasn’t always a comic. Before I did this, I was a house painter for five years. Five years — I didn’t think I’d ever finish that house.”

— John Fox

So much comedy. So little time.

There have been 3,000 years of theatrical comedy, from Aristophanes, to burlesque, to the improv and sketch troupe performing in a basement or comedy club near you. There have been more than 100 years of comedy film, 85 years of comedy on radio and television, and now comedy on the Internet. All of it — good, bad, and indifferent — has something to teach us. It’s certainly taught me everything I know, and it’s been my great pleasure to share the little I know with you.

So what have we learned?

We’ve learned that comedy tells the truth about people — that character is everything. Winning and Non-Hero: comedy gives characters the permission to win, and characters, like we humans, are flawed, fumbling, and flummoxed, yet continually live in hope. Metaphorical Relationship: each character sees the world in his or her own unique way. Positive Action: every action a character takes is taken in the selfish, hopeful belief that it will get him or her closer to what they want. Straight Line/Wavy Line: being silly is not as funny as watching someone else being silly. We’ve learned that mugging, exaggeration, the letter “K,” threes, and louder-faster-funnier are not the keys to the comedy kingdom.

We’ve learned that telling the honest, unvarnished, sometimes excruciatingly embarrassing truth about our lives is more important than the number of jokes on the page or the number of dick jokes in a script.

Archetypes lets us access the entire 3,000-year history of comic characters, while Comic Premise gives us the tools to create a fantastic lie in order to tell a deeper truth.

Most of all, I hope you’ve learned that you have everything you need to go out and write (or direct, or act) your comedy film or spec script; you’re a real human being who’s living in a sometimes absurd world, dealing with absurd friends, family, co-workers and employers, and maybe you are just a little bit absurd yourself.

So go out. Write. Direct. Act. And I hope you find the thrill, satisfaction, and joy (and, yes, the money) that others have found in the job of being funny.
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See why this book has become an international best seller and a true classic. The Writer’s Journey explores the powerful relationship between mythology and storytelling in a clear, concise style that’s made it required reading for movie executives, screenwriters, playwrights, scholars, and fans of pop culture all over the world.

Both fiction and nonfiction writers will discover a set of useful myth-inspired storytelling paradigms (i.e., “The Hero’s Journey”) and step-by-step guidelines to plot and character development. Based on the work of Joseph Campbell, The Writer’s Journey is a must for all writers interested in further developing their craft.

The updated and revised third edition provides new insights and observations from Vogler’s ongoing work on mythology’s influence on stories, movies, and man himself.

“This book is like having the smartest person in the story meeting come home with you and whisper what to do in your ear as you write a screenplay. Insight for insight, step for step, Chris Vogler takes us through the process of connecting theme to story and making a script come alive.”

– Lynda Obst, Producer, Sleepless in Seattle, How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days; Author, Hello, He Lied

“This is a book about the stories we write, and perhaps more importantly, the stories we live. It is the most influential work I have yet encountered on the art, nature, and the very purpose of storytelling.”

– Bruce Joel Rubin, Screenwriter, Stuart Little 2, Deep Impact, Ghost, Jacob’s Ladder

CHRISTOPHER VOGLER is a veteran story consultant for major Hollywood film companies and a respected teacher of filmmakers and writers around the globe. He has influenced the stories of movies from The Lion King to Fight Club to The Thin Red Line and most recently wrote the first installment of Ravenskull, a Japanese-style manga or graphic novel. He is the executive producer of the feature film P.S. Your Cat is Dead and writer of the animated feature Jester Till.

$26.95 · 300 PAGES · ORDER NUMBER 76RLS · ISBN: 193290736x
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He’s made millions of dollars selling screenplays to Hollywood and now screenwriter Blake Snyder tells all. “Save the Cat!®” is just one of Snyder’s many ironclad rules for making your ideas more marketable and your script more satisfying — and saleable, including:

• The four elements of every winning logline.

• The seven immutable laws of screenplay physics.

• The 10 genres and why they’re important to your movie.

• Why your Hero must serve your idea.

• Mastering the Beats.

• Mastering the Board to create the Perfect Beast.

• How to get back on track with ironclad and proven rules for script repair.

This ultimate insider’s guide reveals the secrets that none dare admit, told by a show biz veteran who’s proven that you can sell your script if you can save the cat.

“Imagine what would happen in a town where more writers approached screenwriting the way Blake suggests? My weekend read would dramatically improve, both in sellable/producible content and in discovering new writers who understand the craft of storytelling and can be hired on assignment for ideas we already have in house.”

– From the Foreword by Sheila Hanahan Taylor, Vice President, Development at Zide/Perry Entertainment, whose films include American Pie, Cats and Dogs, Final Destination

“One of the most comprehensive and insightful how-to’s out there. Save the Cat!® is a must-read for both the novice and the professional screenwriter.”

– Todd Black, Producer, The Pursuit of Happyness, The Weather Man, S.W.A.T, Alex and Emma, Antwone Fisher

“Want to know how to be a successful writer in Hollywood? The answers are here. Blake Snyder has written an insider’s book that’s informative — and funny, too.”

– David Hoberman, Producer, The Shaggy Dog (2005), Raising Helen, Walking Tall, Bringing Down the House, Monk (TV)

BLAKE SNYDER, besides selling million-dollar scripts to both Disney and Spielberg, was one of Hollywood’s most successful spec screenwriters. Blake’s vision continues on www.blakesnyder.com.

$19.95 · 216 PAGES · ORDER NUMBER 34RLS · ISBN: 9781932907001



[image: image]


CINEMATIC STORYTELLING
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How do directors use screen direction to suggest conflict? How do screenwriters exploit film space to show change? How does editing style determine emotional response?

Many first-time writers and directors do not ask these questions. They forego the huge creative resource of the film medium, defaulting to dialog to tell their screen story. Yet most movies are carried by sound and picture. The industry’s most successful writers and directors have mastered the cinematic conventions specific to the medium. They have harnessed non-dialog techniques to create some of the most cinematic moments in movie history.

This book is intended to help writers and directors more fully exploit the medium’s inherent storytelling devices. It contains 100 non-dialog techniques that have been used by the industry’s top writers and directors. From Metropolis and Citizen Kane to Dead Man and Kill Bill, the book illustrates — through 500 frame grabs and 75 script excerpts — how the inherent storytelling devices specific to film were exploited.

You will learn:

• How non-dialog film techniques can advance story.

• How master screenwriters exploit cinematic conventions to create powerful scenarios.

“Cinematic Storytelling scores a direct hit in terms of concise information and perfectly chosen visuals, and it also searches out . . . and finds . . . an emotional core that many books of this nature either miss or are afraid of.”

– Kirsten Sheridan, Director, Disco Pigs; Co-writer, In America

“Here is a uniquely fresh, accessible, and truly original contribution to the field. Jennifer van Sijll takes her readers in a wholly new direction, integrating aspects of screenwriting with all the film crafts in a way I’ve never before seen. It is essential reading not only for screenwriters but also for filmmakers of every stripe.”

– Prof. Richard Walter, UCLA Screenwriting Chairman

JENNIFER VAN SIJLL has taught film production, film history, and screenwriting. She is currently on the faculty at San Francisco State’s Department of Cinema.
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This is the book screenwriter Antwone Fisher (Antwone Fisher, Tales from the Script) insists his writing students at UCLA read. This book convinced John August (Big Fish, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory) to stop dispensing formatting advice on his popular writing website. His new advice: Consult The Hollywood Standard. The book working and aspiring writers keep beside their keyboards and rely on every day. Written by a professional screenwriter whose day job was running the vaunted script shop at Warner Bros., this book is used at USC’s School of Cinema, UCLA, and the acclaimed Act One Writing Program in Hollywood, and in screenwriting programs around the world. It is the definitive guide to script format.

The Hollywood Standard describes in clear, vivid prose and hundreds of examples how to format every element of a screenplay or television script. A reference for everyone who writes for the screen, from the novice to the veteran, this is the dictionary of script format, with instructions for formatting everything from the simplest master scene heading to the most complex and challenging musical underwater dream sequence. This new edition includes a quick start guide, plus new chapters on avoiding a dozen deadly formatting mistakes, clarifying the difference between a spec script and production script, and mastering the vital art of proofreading. For the first time, readers will find instructions for formatting instant messages, text messages, email exchanges and caller ID.

“Aspiring writers sometimes wonder why people don’t want to read their scripts. Sometimes it’s not their story. Sometimes the format distracts. To write a screenplay, you need to learn the science. And this is the best, simplest, easiest to read book to teach you that science. It’s the one I recommend to my students at UCLA.”

– Antwone Fisher, from the foreword

CHRISTOPHER RILEY is a professional screenwriter working in Hollywood with his wife and writing partner, Kathleen Riley. Together they wrote the 1999 theatrical feature After the Truth, a multiple-award-winning German language courtroom thriller. Since then, the husband-wife team has written scripts ranging from legal and political thrillers to action-romances for Touchstone Pictures, Paramount Pictures, Mandalay Television Pictures and Sean Connery’s Fountainbridge Films.

In addition to writing, the Rileys train aspiring screenwriters for work in Hollywood and have taught in Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington D.C., New York, and Paris. From 2005 to 2008, the author directed the acclaimed Act One Writing Program in Hollywood.
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Story Line: Finding Gold in Your Life Story is a practical and spiritual guide to drawing upon your own story and fictionalizing it into your writing. As a Story Consultant and former VP of Current Programs at CBS/Paramount, most of the author’s work with writers has focused on creating standout scripts by elevating story. The secret to telling strong story is digging deep inside yourself and utilizing your own life experiences and emotions to connect with the audience. As a television executive, the author asked writers about their personal stories and found that many writers had powerful life experiences, yet had surprisingly never drawn upon these for the sake of their writing because these experiences seemed to hit a little too close to home. This book is about jumping over that hurdle. The goal is not to write a straight autobiographical story which rarely transfers well. Rather, the intention is to dig deep into your well of experience, examine what you have inside, and use it to strengthen your writing. By doing so, you will be able to sell your scripts, find representation, be hired, and win writing competitions.

“Jen Grisanti has spent her entire professional life around writers and writing. Her new book is nothing less than an instruction manual, written from her unique perspective as a creative executive, that seeks to teach neophyte writers how to access their own experiences as fuel for their television and motion picture scripts. It aspires to be for writers what ‘the Method’ is for actors.”

– Glenn Gordon Caron, writer/creator, Moonlighting, Clean and Sober, Picture Perfect, Love Affair, Medium

“Jen Grisanti gets to the heart of what makes us want to be storytellers in the first place — to share something of ourselves and touch the spirits of others in the process. Her book is a powerful and compassionate guide to discovering and developing stories that will enable us to connect — with an audience and with each other.”

– Diane Drake, writer, What Women Want, Only You

JEN GRISANTI is a story consultant, independent producer, and the writing instructor for NBC’s Writers on the Verge. She was a television executive for 12 years at top studios. She started her career in television and rose through the ranks of Current Programs at Spelling Television Inc. where Aaron Spelling was her mentor for 12 years.
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KATHIE FONG YONEDA

[image: image]

The Script-Selling Game is about what they never taught you in film school. This is a look at screenwriting from the other side of the desk — from a buyer who wants to give writers the guidance and advice that will help them to not only elevate their craft but to also provide them with the down-in-the-trenches information of what is expected of them in the script selling marketplace.

It’s like having a mentor in the business who answers your questions and provides you with not only valuable information, but real-life examples on how to maneuver your way through the Hollywood labyrinth. While the first edition focused mostly on film and television movies, the second edition includes a new chapter on animation and another on utilizing the Internet to market yourself and find new opportunities, plus an expansive section on submitting for television and cable.

“I’ve been writing screenplays for over 20 years. I thought I knew it all — until I read The Script-Selling Game. The information in Kathie Fong Yoneda’s fluid and fun book really enlightened me. It’s an invaluable resource for any serious screenwriter.”

– Michael Ajakwe Jr., Emmy-winning TV producer, Talk Soup; Executive Director of Los Angeles Web Series Festival (LAWEBFEST); and creator/writer/director of Who. . . and Africabby (AjakweTV.com)

“Kathie Fong Yoneda knows the business of show from every angle and she generously shares her truly comprehensive knowledge — her chapter on the Web and new media is what people need to know! She speaks with the authority of one who’s been there, done that, and gone on to put it all down on paper. A true insider’s view.”

– Ellen Sandler, former co-executive producer of Everybody Loves Raymond and author of The TV Writer’s Workbook

KATHIE FONG YONEDA has worked in film and television for more than 30 years. She has held executive positions at Disney, Touchstone, Disney TV Animation, Paramount Pictures Television, and Island Pictures, specializing in development and story analysis of both live-action and animation projects. Kathie is an internationally known seminar leader on screenwriting and development and has conducted workshops in France, Germany, Austria, Spain, Ireland, Great Britain, Australia, Indonesia, Thailand, Singapore, and throughout the U.S. and Canada.
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In a dark time, a light bringer came along, leading the curious and the frustrated to clarity and empowerment. It took the well-guarded secrets out of the hands of the few and made them available to all. It spread a spirit of openness and creative freedom, and built a storehouse of knowledge dedicated to the betterment of the arts.

The essence of the Michael Wiese Productions (MWP) is empowering people who have the burning desire to express themselves creatively. We help them realize their dreams by putting the tools in their hands. We demystify the sometimes secretive worlds of screenwriting, directing, acting, producing, film financing, and other media crafts.

By doing so, we hope to bring forth a realization of ‘conscious media’ which we define as being positively charged, emphasizing hope and affirming positive values like trust, cooperation, self-empowerment, freedom, and love. Grounded in the deep roots of myth, it aims to be healing both for those who make the art and those who encounter it. It hopes to be transformative for people, opening doors to new possibilities and pulling back veils to reveal hidden worlds.

MWP has built a storehouse of knowledge unequaled in the world, for no other publisher has so many titles on the media arts. Please visit www.mwp.com where you will find many free resources and a 25% discount on our books. Sign up and become part of the wider creative community!
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Onward and upward,

Michael Wiese

Publisher/Filmmaker
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