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   What’s so Funny?
 
   Comedy Through the Ages
 
   Have people been laughing since the beginning of time?  Picture cavemen guffawing at some poor dolt whose meat fell off the stick into the fire.  As far as archaeologists can determine, no caveman served as the honorary stand-up comedian, and there was no formal comedy culture we are aware of from that period, but if something is funny, you have to laugh, right?  Laughing at the foibles of others is as old as humanity. 
 
   Of course, the first formal thoughts on comedy came from the ancient Greeks, who brought us such important ideas as the Olympics, democracy, classic theater, and ouzo.  Aristotle defined the original four genres of literature as tragedy, epic, lyric and comedy.  Comedies all had to end happily, and it is thought that the oldest Greek comedy was Homer’s Odyssey (a laugh a minute!).  Aristotle stated in Poetics in 350 BC that comedy provided light treatment of things that were otherwise base and ugly. 
 
   The origin of comedy?  Too obscure, suggested Aristotle, because no one ever treated it seriously.  Ah hah!
 
   Often a country’s culture determines the role of comedy.  Comic entertainment is controlled by social conventions of the day that define the boundaries of acceptable humor and topics that are off-limits. 
 
   For example, think of comedy at the end of the 19th century compared to our humor today.  Back then, formal censorship didn’t hold back broad comedy, but perhaps social pressures dictated what was in good taste.  In contrast, although political correctness pervades our daily interactions, almost anything goes in today’s censor-free media, such as cable.  Imagine the horror and shock a 19th century audience would experience at the feet of an Eddie Murphy monologue! 
 
   Whatever the social mores dictate, farce, parody, satire, and other forms of humor endure.  In ancient Greece, bawdy songs and recitations at such events as fertility festivals often included making fun of other people or stereotypes.  That doesn’t sound far from what western civilization today considers comedy. 
 
   George Meredith, a Victorian-era English novelist, noted in his 1897 classic Essay on Comedy, “One excellent test of the civilization of a country ... [is] the flourishing of the Comic idea and Comedy; and the test of true Comedy is that it shall awaken thoughtful laughter.”  Indeed, that “thoughtful laughter” is unique to each time and place, to specifically target that society’s funny bone. 
 
   Theater comedy
 
   Even the mystery and miracle plays of the middle Ages (5th to 15th century, often called Medieval Times or the Dark Ages) included some comic breaks.  Performed by clergy and traveling actors, these plays found the funny in such religious subjects as Joseph’s confusion over Mary’s virgin conception of Jesus and Noah’s frustrations with his disbelieving wife (“What the hell are we supposed to build?!”).
 
   William Shakespeare, the prolific Elizabethan playwright from the 1500s to the 1600s, included many comedies in his famous repertoire such as A Midsummer Night’s Dream, As You Like It and The Merchant of Venice.  His comedies focus on themes of mistaken identities, clever servants, young lovers conquering troubles and tensions within a family. 
 
   In Midsummer Night‘s Dream, everything from tangled lovers, magic, dreams, and mayhem is prevalent.  And, of course, Puck finally has to say, “Lord, what fools these mortals be!”  Ah, but foolish is funny, yes?
 
   In the Middle Ages, a professional comedian would have been called a fool or jester, (or its cousin term, clown) and hired by royalty to perform and make people laugh.  Because this person wore funny clothes and was considered a fool, he could joke about controversial issues for which anyone else would likely be punished.  This perhaps marked the beginning of satire and political humor.
 
   The foolishness continued into times that are more recent.  While comedy, and what was considered humor, definitely evolved, comic writers of the 19th and early 20th centuries generally followed the successful formats of their predecessors. 
 
   Among the more popular comedic stage shows: 
 
    
    	Minstrel shows (white performers in black face)
 
    	Vaudeville (stage entertainment made up of several individual acts and entertainers from singers to jugglers to magicians and, yes, comedians)
 
    	Burlesque (more recently associated with striptease and bawdy humor, but originally a comedy characterized by absurd exaggeration).
 
    	Musical comedy (formed from all the above genres and combined with operetta, in which song and dance numbers form a dramatic but humorous plot.) 
 
   
 
   Print humor
 
    [image: Join or Die cartoon]Humor wasn’t just found on the stage.  Printed humor had been progressing through political cartoons and editorials, humorous novels, comic books and comic strips.  We’ve come a long way, from Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac to Dilbert.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The first political cartoon appeared in Ben Franklin’s newspaper, The Pennsylvania Gazette, on May 9, 1754, with an editorial by Franklin commenting on “the present disunited state of the British Colonies.”  The Join or Die cartoon shows a snake in eight pieces, the current number of colonies in the New World.  The joke plays off of a popular superstition of the day that a snake cut in two would come back to life if the parts were joined together again before sunset. 
 
   A modern political cartoon can sting politicians, policies and, of course, the current administration.  We’ll discuss the cartoon gag further in a later chapter.
 
   Film and broadcast comedy
 
   The advent of motion pictures and radio in the early 20th century, and later television, provided new mass-audience vehicles for comics.  The “low humor” that came from vaudeville and burlesque transferred easily into silent pictures, with hysterical performances by comic geniuses such as Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, and Harold Lloyd.  These films included pathos along with slapstick and ridiculous scenarios. 
 
   With sound, comedy was boosted to yet higher spheres.  Short comedy sound films became popular in the thirties, with such gems as W. C. Fields in The Fatal Glass of Beer (“It ain’t a fit night out for man nor beast.”) from 1933, and the first sex symbol and queen of the double entendre, Mae West in She Done Him Wrong, also from 1933 (“When I’m good, I’m very, very good, but when I’m bad, I’m better.”)
 
   Radio comedy also became wildly popular with talent that included Jack Benny, Bob Hope, George Burns, and Gracie Allen.  Good script and sketch writing, along with comical sound effects, created some of the greatest comedy in American history. 
 
   After World War II, America embraced television.  Unseen comedy became very visible, creating even greater opportunities for physical humor, slapstick and a song-and-dance act or two.  Comedy-variety shows featured comedians such as Milton Berle, Sid Caesar, Red Skelton, and Jackie Gleason.  Radio comedians quickly took opportunities offered by the visual media and transferred their shows to TV.  The Burns and Allen Show and The Jack Benny Program were just as funny and often more so, when the comedians could be seen as well as heard. 
 
   Jack Benny, for example, used a gamut of bland and humorous facial expressions that resulted in almost as many laughs as his spoken words. 
 
    [image: Harry_Truman_and_Jack_Benny.gif]Probably the best-known Benny shtick employs his theme of being extremely cheap and miserly.  In a 1948 skit, which resulted in the longest laugh recorded on radio, he is held up by an armed robber who shouts, “Your money or your life!”  His answer: silence.  The only way the listeners at home knew what was going on was from the radio studio audience reacting to the comedian’s expressions.  The silence and the laughs continued until the robber urged him to answer.  Benny replied, “I’m thinking about it!”  The home listeners could only imagine Benny’s folded arms and worried expressions.
 
   The television situation comedy or sitcom was soon born.  Here, a set of regular characters, usually a family and close friends, humorously dealt with a funny situation for a half hour.  I Love Lucy with Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, which debuted in 1951, is probably the best-known early sitcom, and it is still available on syndicated television to this day.  Other popular domestic sitcoms with idealized families included The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, Make Room for Daddy, Father Knows Best and, of course, Leave It to Beaver. 
 
   Many of these shows can still provoke laughter.  Shows like All in the Family, launched in 1971, changed the sitcom from dealing with simple domestic matters to the real world’s more gritty side, covering issues such as racism, homophobia, and gun control.  All in the Family made us cringe while we laughed and still can probably be called the most down-and-dirty sitcom produced thanks to the real world conversations between bigoted Archie Bunker and his liberal son-in-law Michael “Meathead” Stivic.
 
   Now, at the new millennium, sitcoms deal with modern topics that reflect our lives today.  Job comedies, which show a person with his co-workers at the office or work site (e.g., The Office, Ugly Betty, Boston Legal); singles (e.g., Friends, How I Met Your Mother); extended families (e.g., Two and a Half Men); and unique roommates/friends (e.g., Seinfeld) are common in our television of today.  Would a show like the popular early sixties comedy Mr. Ed, about a talking horse, make it in today’s world?  Hmmmm…. 
 
   In the early days of the sitcom, people went out for live entertainment more often.  Nightclubs with top song-and-dance acts needed something “between sets,” which left an opening for an abbreviated and simple comedy routine.  Comedians Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, among others, evolved into what we now call the “stand-up comedian.” 
 
   The late fifties and sixties brought the first generation of stand-up comics, including Lenny Bruce, Dick Gregory, Bill Cosby, and Bob Newhart.  Live performances at nightclubs and later comedy clubs allowed comedians to include more graphic language and imagery as well as serious attacks on social mores and politics.  In addition, many comedians recorded their major performances live, providing uninhibited humor on record and tape to the masses.  When a stand-up comic performed on television, however, that performance was censored for the family medium. 
 
   Cable television
 
   When television was not only broadcast over the air but also provided through underground cables and overhead satellites, the heavy censorship continually decreased.  Now anybody can watch almost any type of taboo humor, including blue, dark, sick, racist, and political satire, on their television cable channels.  Regular broadcast stations still keep some level of censorship, especially for prime time when most families are watching television.
 
   Comedians have always tested their limits, especially comics like George Carlin, Lenny Bruce, and Richard Pryor.  According to Carlin, “I think it’s the duty of the comedian to find out where the line is drawn and cross it deliberately.”  He blazed a trail for many new comics who keep stretching humor to new lengths.
 
    [image: Robin_Williams.jpg]Radio and television channels continue to broadcast stand-up and skit comedy to this day.  Probably the best example of a comedy show today is Saturday Night Live on NBC, which has had a large television audience since 1975.  In addition, an entire cable channel is devoted only to comedy, and the premium channels, such as HBO and Showtime, continually show concerts from comedians such as Robin Williams, Gallagher, Eddie Murphy, Ellen DeGeneres, and Eddie Izzard.
 
   Although Saturday Night Live has provided political satire on its broadcast channel (NBC), cable television opened the door to many more hard-hitting shows such as The Daily Show or The Colbert Report, and even animated comedy satire like The Simpsons and South Park.
 
   Throughout history, we have laughed at what’s funny.  And what is considered funny evolves with our cultures.  In times of war, plague, economic crisis and more, we keep laughing.  We have to!  As W. C. Fields noted, “Comedy is a serious business.  A serious business with only one purpose – to make people laugh.”
 
   What makes us laugh?
 
   What makes something funny?  Analyzing humor itself is about as funny as walking on broken glass barefoot – or killing a frog.  As Mark Twain noted, “Explaining a joke is like dissecting a frog: you understand it better, but the frog dies in the process.”  Nevertheless, philosophers, scientists, and psychologists have spent countless hours and funds on studies to figure out exactly what causes us to laugh.  Have they found the answer?  Maybe, maybe not. 
 
   Philosophy 
 
   Many respected early philosophers put in their two cents (or drachmas) about what comedy is and why we laugh at certain things.  Greek philosopher Plato was critical of comedy and commented in his work, Philebus, that comedy blends pain with pleasure.  Envy of what our friends and acquaintances have is one of the main elements of comedy, Plato noted.  Because of our envy, we find it easy to laugh at the misfortune of our friends. 
 
   Aristotle, Plato’s student, developed a different take when he discussed comic catharsis.  He thought comedy spoke to universal issues, not particular individuals.  We see humans doing something ridiculous, and we achieve catharsis by laughing at the action. 
 
   Suzanne Langer, an American philosopher on art at the beginning of the 20th century, theorized that the “vital rhythm” of comedy belongs to the comic work, not to actual life.  It comes out of the gestalt (total action) presented onstage.  “We laugh,” she said, at things that are universally human and impersonal.  “Comedy trivializes the human battle.” 
 
   Psychology 
 
   Psychologists, of course, like to dissect what makes something funny.  Why are some things funny to some people and not to others? 
 
   Carl Jung thought that we gain energy from opposition, and we find this energy through something incongruent, which in turn makes us laugh.  A good example was comic Andy Kaufman lip-synching the Mighty Mouse theme song.  It was so incongruent – so against the idea of what a performer should do – and so ridiculous that it made us laugh.  Incongruity theories of comedy are still valid today.
 
   Sigmund Freud, in his 1905 work, Wit and Its Relation to the Unconscious, said that, like dreams, laughter originates in aggressive or obscene tendencies.  We laugh to express the energy from hostility or aggression openly.  Laughter is a release, which, coupled with childlike joy of word play, provides our pleasure in a good guffaw.  Freud knew all about the problems with over analyzing anything.  Freud concentrated much of his psychoanalysis on sexual matters.  A student asked him what the significance was of his constantly smoking cigars, certainly a phallic symbol.  Allegedly, he answered, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”  How true.
 
    [image: Abbie_Hoffman_visiting_the_University_of_Oklahoma_circa_1969.jpg]Both Freud’s aggressive tendencies and Jung’s opposing themes can explain our laughter at some of the more opinionated comedians, such as Lenny Bruce, George Carlin, and Chris Rock.  Comedy is a special form of free speech that comedians sometimes stretch to the limits.  As seventies social and political activist Abbie Hoffman pointed out: “Free speech means the right to shout ‘theater’ in a crowded fire.”
 
    
 
   Science 
 
   “Laughter is a ‘speaking in tongues’ in which we’re moved not by religious fervor but by an unconscious response to social and linguistic cues,” noted neuroscientist Robert Provine in a November 2000 article in Psychology Today.  “Stripped of its variation and nuance, laughter is a regular series of short vowel-like syllables such as ‘ha-ha,’ ‘ho-ho’ or ‘hee-hee.’ These syllables are part of the universal human vocabulary, produced and recognized by people of all cultures.”
 
   Whether it’s a ha-ha, ho-ho or har-dee-har-har, laughter is more than a simple reaction to comedy and even more than a mood lifter, Provine said.  “After 10 years of research on this little-studied topic, I concluded that laughter is primarily a social vocalization that binds people together.  It is a hidden language that we all speak.  It is not a learned group reaction but an instinctive behavior programmed by our genes.  Laughter bonds us through humor and play.”
 
   While writers spend a great deal of time writing hilarious jokes, Provine’s study of 1,200 people shows that only 10 to 20 percent of the laughter episodes studied were prompted by a joke.  What did cause the laughter wasn’t even funny to someone else.  It seemed the stimulus in many cases was the person not the joke.  Perhaps that’s why we try to relate to someone else a sidesplitting conversation, just to have them stare back blankly and say, “I guess you had to be there.”  Exactly!
 
   Moreover, most of us are much more prone to laugh in a social setting than when we are alone.  However, we can’t laugh on command.  Our laughter has to be triggered by something that causes an automatic reaction.  One of those triggers might be someone else’s laughter, Provine said.  “Since our laughter is under minimal conscious control, it is spontaneous and relatively uncensored.  Contagious laughter... challenges the hypothesis that we are in full control of our behavior.” 
 
   If our brain was always in control, it seems logical that people wouldn’t spend so much time with their foot in their mouth.  Life, fortunately or unfortunately, provides situations that prompt automatic reactions.  But, most of us would probably trade a little control for the gift of spontaneous laughter. 
 
   Because laughter is mostly a reaction in a social setting, it’s not surprising that comedians take advantage and bring our social mores and habits to our attention.
 
   Actress Goldie Hawn, who started her long career as a goofy character on the popular 1968 – 1973 television comedy show Laugh In, commented, “Once you can laugh at your own weaknesses, you can move forward.  Comedy breaks down walls.  It opens up people.  If you’re good, you can fill up those openings [image: Laugh_in_hawn_buzzi.JPG]with something positive.  Maybe you can combat some of the ugliness in the world.”  In other words, comedians put up a mirror to our quirky behaviors and attitudes so we can see some of the inherent silliness and laugh at it. 
 
   For those comedians, especially stand-up comics, who have a wide repertoire of jokes in their routine, they rely on those things that will trigger the unconscious reaction to laugh.  The unexpected.  The twisted.  The shocking.  The clever.  They also heavily rely on our everyday lives to fuel our hilarity. 
 
    [image: IndividualityByGeorgeCarlin.thumbs_IndividualityByGeorgeCarlin_000045.jpg]George Carlin was a pro at simply observing life and asking those questions we never thought of, such as “If one synchronized swimmer drowns, do the rest drown too?”  One-liner specialist Henny Youngman made us laugh at our everyday lives, what goes right, and what goes wrong.  “I take my wife everywhere, but she keeps finding her way back.”
 
   Again, we’ll laugh at jokes or observations we can identify with.  As Sid Caesar said, “Comedy has to be based on truth.  You take the truth and you put a little curlicue at the end.”  By providing that curlicue, we can laugh at — and with — our world, our friends and families as well as ourselves.
 
   British journalist J. B. Priestley hit it on the head: “Comedy, we may say, is society protecting itself — with a smile.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Comedy of Bill Cosby
 
    [image: C:\Users\cat\Documents\New folder\MC900065312.WMF]
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Personal Anecdotes
 
    
 
   Thank goodness, Bill Cosby “started out as a child.”  We’ve been belly laughing about his inner-city Philadelphia childhood days since he began comedy routines in 1961 as a bartender-cum-comic at the Cellar, where he worked while attending Temple University in Philadelphia on a track and field scholarship. 
 
   As with many comedians, Cosby was considered a class clown and always had an ability to make those around him laugh.  He left Temple and started the club circuit in the early sixties, cutting his first album: Bill Cosby Is a Very Funny Fellow … Right!  (1963). He won a Best Comedy Album Grammy Award for that and his 1964 record, I Started out as a Child.  He kept receiving that award for new albums until 1969. 
 
   Some people wondered why, during a restive time like the sixties, Cosby didn’t get into any racial humor like his black colleagues Dick Gregory and Richard Pryor.  He found himself defending his choice of material often with black activists who wanted him to use his celebrity for racial activism.  He said, “A white person listens to my act and he laughs and he thinks, ‘Yeah, that’s the way I see it too.’  Okay.  He’s white.  I’m Negro.  And we both see things the same way.  That must mean that we are alike.  Right?  So I figure this way I’m doing as much for good race relations as the next guy.” 
 
   Indeed, anyone who didn’t come away from a Cosby routine about Fat Albert (Hey, hey, hey!) and Old Weird Harold with fond reminisces of their childhood, probably never participated in a good snowball fight or scared themselves to death at a horror movie.  Activist or not, Cosby was an important figure in black history: first black male star on television with I Spy, then an animated cartoon called Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids and an unequivocal influence with his top-rated sitcom, The Cosby Show, in the eighties.  Cosby was also a spokesperson for children with shows like Fat Albert and The Electric Company.
 
   Cosby was considered a master of the anecdote, from his childhood and his own marriage, which became extremely popular as material for stand-up comics.  His stories weren’t complete without using a variety of voices and facial expressions.  Here are some examples: 
 
    [image: Bill_cosby_1969.JPG] 
 
   “It was because of my father that from the ages of seven to fifteen, I thought that my name was Jesus Christ and my brother, Russell, thought that his name was Dammit. ‘  Dammit, will you stop all that noise?’  And, ‘Jesus Christ, sit down!’  One day, I’m out playing in the rain, and my father yelled, ‘Dammit will you get back in here!’  I said, ‘Dad, I’m Jesus Christ!’”
 
   “I love it when mothers get so mad they can’t remember your name. ‘  Come here, Roy, er, Rupert, er, Rutabaga... what is your name, boy?  And don’t lie to me, because you live here, and I’ll find out who you are.’”
 
   “My father established our relationship when I was seven years old.  He looked at me and said, ‘You know, I brought you in this world, and I can take you out.  And it don’t make no difference to me; I’ll make another one look just like you.’”
 
   “My mother comes in my room and says, ‘Just look at this mess!  This is a pig sty!’  Now, I’ve already been in the room five hours, and she wants me to LOOK at it.”
 
   [Referring to mothers]  “When they ask you a question, you try and answer, they tell you to shut up! ‘  Day and night, night and day, work my fingers to the bone, for what?’  ‘I don’t—’ ‘SHUT UP!  And when I ask you a question, you keep your trap shut!  Think I’m talking to hear myself talk?  ANSWER ME!’”
 
   “I asked my father for a dollar for the school picnic; he told me how he killed a grizzly bear with his loose-leaf notebook.”
 
   [When his wife sees that he has given the kids cake for breakfast]  “I’ve always heard about people having a conniption but I’ve never seen one.  You don’t want to see ‘em.  My wife’s face split.  My wife’s face split and the skin and hair split and came off of her face so that there was nothing except a skull.  And orange lights came out of her hair and there was glitter all around.  And fire shot from her eye sockets and began to burn my stomach and she said, ‘WHERE DID THEY GET CHOCOLATE CAKE FROM?’  And I said, ‘They asked for it!’  And the children who had been singing praises to me...  LIED on me and said, ‘Uh-uh!  We asked for eggs and milk...  AND DAD MADE US EAT THIS!’  And my wife sent me to my room... which is where I wanted to go in the first place.”
 
   “My wife and I were intellectuals before we had children.  We were very, very bright people.  My wife graduated from the University of Maryland, child psychology major with a B-plus average, which means that if you ask her a question about a child’s behavior, she will give you at least an 85 answer.  I, from Temple University, physical education major with a child psychology minor, which means that if you ask me a question about a child’s behavior, I will tell you to tell the child to take a lap.”
 
   [After a birth contraction]  “Then my wife stood up... in the stirrups, grabbed my bottom lip... and said, ‘I WANT MORPHINE!’  I said, ‘But dear...’ 
 
   [He imitates Lamaze breathing]  She said, ‘YOU SHUT UP!  *YOU* DID THIS TO ME!’  And on the next contraction, she told everybody in the delivery room that my parents were never married.”
 
   [In the hospital room after the birth of their first baby]  “And I looked at it... and it wasn’t getting any better.  So I went over to my wife, and kissed her ever so gently on the lips, and I said ‘I love you, very very much dear.  You just... had... a lizard.’  I mean, because the thing-changed colors like, five times!  And I said to the doctor, ‘Can you put this back?  Cause it isn’t finished cooking!  It needs to cook two, three months!’  But the hospital made us take it home.”
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    [image: C:\Users\cat\Documents\New folder\MC900065312.WMF] 
 
   Comic Perspective
 
    [image: Steve_Allen_-_press_photo.JPG]Are comedians the only people who have a comic perspective?  Comedian and author Steve Allen noted in his book, Make ‘Em Laugh, “Perhaps comedy performers and writers just pay closer attention to... comic experiences, but [there] are also attitudes, emotional states, or ways of thinking that are conducive to funniness for anyone.”  As we said in Chapter 1, people can laugh based on instinctual reactions to words and people.  Therefore, most people have some sense of humor and are capable of laughing, but they come in categories.
 
    Humor through our own filter
 
   Everyone sees humor differently — we all have our own funny filter that tells each one of us what is humorous. 
 
   We all know people who seem humorless.  They can hardly crack a smile let alone laugh.  They don’t find your jokes funny.  They think your droll teasing is insulting.  They think sitcoms are stupid and comedians are strange.  Their laugh button and funny bone are terminally broken.  They usually work in government jobs. 
 
   Then, there are the people who think they are funny.  They like to throw old jokes into a conversation, repeat those jokes ad nauseum even if the audience hasn’t changed, tell “funny” anecdotes that are yawn-worthy and laugh at all the wrong times.  Feel pity for these people.  They are a bit like people that try out for the choir and can’t sing on key.  But, at least they are trying, and everyone should get credit for that.  Occasionally, laugh at one of their old jokes and make their day. 
 
   Some people have a great sense of humor but couldn’t tell a joke to save their lives.  There is nothing more uncomfortable than listening to someone try to tell a joke when they don’t remember the details and rush the punch line with something like, “Oh, I can’t remember the rest, but at the end they all say ‘Cheese!’”  That’s a lot like someone telling you about a great mystery novel by revealing “whodunit” before you read the book.  Again, these folks are trying.  They like to laugh and want to make others laugh, too.  They just don’t have a clue how to do it.
 
   Finally, we come to those people who have that built-in sixth sense for humor.  They use it as they do all their other five senses — it’s just automatic.  They view life and its troubles, stresses and disasters as something to poke fun at and always seem to find the comic side of a situation.  “It often seems,” Allen, said, “that for whatever strange reasons, comedians... have more comic experiences in real life than other people do.”  Or, is it perhaps that they see the funny side of any experience?
 
   In an interview on The Actor’s Studio (on the cable channel Bravo), Neil Simon, prolific writer of screen and stage comedies, tried to answer the question, “What makes something funny?”  He replied that a lot of times laughter comes not from a joke but from saying or doing something that people know and remember.  His mother, for example, never took the plastic cover off the sofa.  Anyone who has seen that can identify with it — in fact, even those that can’t — can still grasp the silliness of it.  You are working off your experiences, he said, and hoping that other people will share them with you and laugh.  Simon noted, “Laughter is recognition of a shared secret.”
 
    [image: Comedian_Bob_Newhart Jan Arkitijen.jpg]Comedian and sitcom star Bob Newhart says he finds funny stuff in the newspapers, television, and just watching people.  “Comedians are never really on vacation because you’re always at attention... that antenna is always out there.  You could be on vacation in Hawaii and all of a sudden, you’ll see someone do something funny and you’ll say, ‘Oh, I gotta remember that!’  You never know when you’ll come upon something [that’s] going to be fodder for new material. Even experiences that are stressful or painful can be terrible in the present but can become hilarious in retrospect.”  
 
   Simon’s three plays about his childhood, military career, and Broadway beginnings were all based on what actually happened to him and his brother in each of those time periods.  Although all of us have funny things that happen to us in our lives — the trick is remembering them in such a way that allows listeners to enjoy it and laugh with you. 
 
   As an example, a couple was canoeing in Caddo Lake on the border of Texas and Louisiana, which twists around cypress trees in confusing paths.  Rowing around, a one-hour canoe trip turned into a five-hour long ordeal rowing around trying to find the right way back.  And, they weren’t the only ones lost.  Other boaters went by with shouted comments that started off in good humor (Hey, ahoy there!) but became increasingly gloomy (We’re looking for sign marker 10?) as they all kept meeting up with each other in the search for home.  Their shoulders were worn out by the steady rowing and the sun which had been blazing down on reddened sunburned heads and faces was now setting. 
 
   Yes, they did find the way (an anecdote really can’t be funny if the characters don’t survive).  It wasn’t a fun trip, but it became hilarious in hindsight.  They tell this story now as why they will never canoe again, and it makes a great party story.  (If you don’t think this is that entire funny, picture Groucho Marx twitching his eyebrows and saying, “I’ve had a perfectly wonderful trip.  But this wasn’t it.”) 
 
   How many horrid situations have you experienced and glumly predicted that in ten years this would be funny?  That’s looking at the silver lining!  The personal disasters of today can become great, funny stories with the distance of time. 
 
   Steve Allen describes some people who are “essentially unfunny, except that in just one way they are wonderfully amusing.”  Ventriloquist Edgar Bergen really wasn’t funny until he brought out his dummy Charlie McCarthy, who was funny!  Famous mime, Marcel Marceau wasn’t a barrel of laughs but was incredibly funny with his body as were silent film stars Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton.  Sometimes an impressionist is only funny when he’s imitating someone else, and a stand-up comedian is only funny when he’s on stage or screen with rehearsed jokes.  Simon, for example, says comedy writer/director Mel Brooks is “always on.”  Simon, on the other hand, says he can be funny when he is with people he likes, or sometimes in a crisis: “If I’m caught in an elevator, I am so funny!”
 
   Is it possible to work on your sense of humor and find out more about what makes something funny?  Allen suggests you can sharpen your comic edge by opening your mind to fun by playing word games, talking with toddlers, attempting juggling or playfully changing your character (preferably in the privacy of your own home or perhaps with good friends).  For one hour you could talk like Mae West (“Come up and see me sometime” — wink, wink), Boris and Natasha (“We must find moose and squirrel”) or Mickey Mouse (“Yes, boys and girls, we’re going to have fun today!”).  Put on a ten-gallon hat and pretend to be Marshal Dillon or Gary Cooper approaching a showdown with six-shooters ready.  Go to a comedy club and don’t just listen and laugh, but imagine yourself on stage doing the routine.  Open your mind to stretch your thought processes and see if you find some comedy ideas for the present. 
 
   In addition, Steve Allen recommends students of humor “brainwash themselves with the best expression of the art” by reading authors such as Art Buchwald, Woody Allen, Dave Berry, Andy Rooney, Garrison Keillor, and Erma Bombeck.  Go on the Internet and find videos on websites and YouTube with some of your favorite comedians doing their best routines. 
 
   Watch some old silent movies.  Note the way Charlie Chaplin makes you laugh without speaking a word.  Watch later movie comedies, such as Duck Soup with the Marx Brothers, The Pink Panther with Peter Sellers, Born Yesterday with Judy Holliday, Blazing Saddles by Mel Brooks or almost any Woody Allen movie.  Obviously, there are many, many other great examples.  Enjoy the movie, but make an extra effort to determine why something is funny.  What made you laugh? 
 
   Think about some of the funny events in your life that you occasionally recount to your friends at parties.  Think about what made those events funny.  How could you make it even funnier?  Use more clever words or silly descriptions, for example?  Try your changes with a new audience and see if you get more laughs.
 
    Characterization
 
   Another thing that makes people funny is their character.  Some people have funnier personalities than others do, but anyone can pretend to have such a character.  Comedy writers and comics make up their characters, usually with exaggerations of certain faults.
 
   Jack Benny’s comic persona was a cheap and vain man.  Don Adams’ Maxwell Smart was a bumbling secret agent who thought he was brilliant.  Jackie Gleason’s Ralph Kramden was a blustering bus driver who ruled over his blue-collar castle and looked for a better life.  Rodney Dangerfield is king of the inferiority complex. 
 
   In Neil Simon’s The Odd Couple (first in stage play, then a movie and a TV show), the main characters are two sides of an extreme.  Felix Unger is obsessively neat while his roommate Oscar Madison is excessively sloppy.  By taking faults to the extreme, you create characters that provide many comic opportunities.  When you put those characters in direct conflict with each other, such as Felix and Oscar, you can really make the sparks — and the laughs — fly. 
 
   Your characterization is your starting point and the filter through which you look at your world to find the funny side. 
 
    [image: Charlie_Chaplin.jpg]Charlie Chaplin is an excellent example of a comedic character from early silent films.  His “Little Tramp,” is perhaps the most recognizable comic character in history.  According to Chaplin, he created the look for his tramp by selecting items from other actor’s wardrobes after being told to “wear something funny” for a short film by Mack Sennett, creator of The Keystone Kops.  His ill-fitting clothes — the undersize derby hat, the baggy trousers, outsized shoes and frayed cutaway jacket — plus his short mustache, sporty bamboo cane and funny bow-legged way of walking — showed us a tragicomic, pseudo-dignified clown.  He’s poor and a vagabond, yet “The Little Fellow” (as Chaplin referred to the character) demonstrated some style, trying to imitate the higher class. 
 
   With this ridiculous attire, we follow the tramp through an everyday life rife with calamities.  Through it all, Chaplin said, his tramp wanted to appear to be a normal little gentleman.  “That is why, no matter how desperate the predicament is, I am always very much in earnest about clutching my cane, straightening my derby hat and fixing my tie, even though I have just landed on my head.”
 
     Chaplin had a keen appreciation for comic possibilities in life around him: firemen rushing to a fire, a store floorwalker, a factory worker, and he would put these into his films.  In addition, Chaplin liked to show contrast — such as his vagabond “low-class” tramp’s “high-class” duds.  “Contrast spells interest,” he once remarked.  “If I am being chased by a policeman, I always make the policeman seem heavy and clumsy while, by crawling through his legs, I appear light and acrobatic.”
 
    [image: W.C._Fields_Walter_Winchell_1937.JPG]In many movie shorts in the thirties, W.C. Fields’ character, centered on being an alcoholic, or at least one who made no bones about really enjoying drinking.  Some examples: “Christmas at my house is always at least six or seven times more pleasant than anywhere else.  We start drinking early.  And while everyone else is seeing only one Santa Claus, we’ll be seeing six or seven.”  And, “I exercise strong self control.  I never drink anything stronger than gin before breakfast.”
 
   Any time Jack Benny came across someone who wanted to discuss money; he had an automatic cue to a laugh.  In fact, that character trait   alone became so linked to
 
   Benny,   he  could   get t   a   laugh with no words  at all (such  as  the “Your  money  or  your  life”   gag mentioned  in   Chapter  1).  In addition, he never got older than 
 
   39 and he badly played the violin.  To this combination of traits, Benny generously added his great straight facial expressions, his folded arms, his hand to his face and his trademark, “Now, wait a minute!”
 
    
 
   One of the pioneers for women comedians, Phyllis Diller carefully crafted her comedy character, somewhat the same way Chaplin did.  Although she actually was attractive and had a good figure, most people who saw her routines would never know it.  She wore a shapeless dress, fright wig, bizarre make-up and used a cigarette holder and a cackling laugh to punctuate her punch lines.  She said a new comic should find a persona that is “immediately understood by the audience — the quicker, the better.”
 
   Audience and historical context 
 
   It is important to look at characters such as Diller’s in light of the times.  She was most popular in the fifties and sixties when women were just starting to come into their own.  Male comics dominated the occupation.  Her routine was a careful balancing act that didn’t directly threaten women’s roles or men’s dominance.  Through self-deprecation and witty lines about her made-up husband (Fang) and family, she managed to reach the female fans, very hungry for a comedy voice. 
 
   “My most avid fans were women,” Diller said.  “I was saying things about kids, husbands, mothers-in-law, things that they wanted to say but couldn’t.”  Her comedy put a spotlight on some of the ridiculous expectations of the perfect housewife by being anything but.  A characteristic comment from Diller: “Cleaning your house while your kids are still growing up is like shoveling the walk before it stops snowing.”  Some could call that a subtle critique of the “perfect home” culture of the times. 
 
   Also using the housewife theme, but in the late eighties, Roseanne Barr also ridiculed the double standards still in existence for women.  Calling herself a “domestic goddess,” she ruthlessly derided a woman’s role in the home.  Her comedy sitcom Roseanne capitalized on this theme.  Here’s a typical conversation between Roseanne and her husband Dan:
 
   Roseanne: Here I am, 5 o’clock in the morning, stuffing breadcrumbs up a dead bird’s butt. 
 
   Dan Conner: You want me to make dinner.  Fine, I am making dinner! 
 
   Roseanne: Oh but, honey, you just made dinner 3 years ago!
 
   The descriptions above are good examples of comedians not only using a characterization, but also using historical context.  Both Diller and Roseanne found a typical character that was identifiable to women and used it to make fun of the environment of the times.  Could Roseanne say the above dialogue back in the fifties?  Well, knowing Roseanne, she probably would, but it might not have gone over with the general audience.
 
   Riding on a wave of hippy lifestyles, drug culture, and youth protests of the sixties, comedians such as George Carlin, Dick Gregory and Bill Hicks jumped into the controversy.  They used a crafty combination of clever observations, political distrust, and overall disdain of the people in charge (the Establishment) to reach a disillusioned audience of young Baby Boomers who wanted to make love not war and protested everything, including a lack of freedom of speech, the draft, and the need for women’s liberation.  African-Americans were on the cusp of desegregated schools and services.  The tumultuous times included everything from the thrill of the first moon landing to the shocking assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, his brother Robert Kennedy and black leader Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
   George Carlin started carefully in the sixties with routines around characters such as “The Indian Sergeant,” “The Hippy-Dippy Weatherman” and “Wonderful WINO.”  In the seventies, he branched out into more controversial material such as drug use, organized religion and the First Amendment.  Carlin’s groundbreaking routine in 1972 on “Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television” actually led to a Supreme Court decision to establish how far the federal government could go in regulating speech on broadcast television and radio. 
 
   Carlin continued into the eighties and nineties, always including some controversial material interspersed with clever routines using everyday observations (“Dogs and Cats,” “A Place For My Stuff” and “Baseball and Football”).  He liked to “stretch” his material over the line to create a new line in the sand between good taste and bad, controversial and noncontroversial. 
 
    [image: Lilly_Tomlin_Edith_Ann_1975.JPG]Lily Tomlin first became popular during the hilarious comedy show, Laugh-In, which ran from 1968 to 1973.  She always used characters to get her messages across.  For example, her pursed-mouth, nasal-toned telephone operator Ernestine commented on the trials of dealing with what was then the AT&T monopoly on phone service.  Her routine would include helping a woman who had lost her last dime in a pay phone.  Ernestine asked for numerous details and then finally told the woman, “Thank you, Ma’am, we will send you your dime as soon as we have checked the validity of your claim.” 
 
   Her other full-fleshed characters spoke with a balance of humor and pathos on the middle-class complacency for hard issues such as poverty, disability and age. 
 
    [image: Dickgregory.jpg]Dick Gregory blazed a trail for African-American-icon comedians by making blatant jokes about black rights (or lack thereof) and the Civil Rights movement.  Here is an excerpt of his 1961 routine, which was overheard by Playboy founder Hugh Hefner.  As a result, he hired Dick Gregory to do his act at the mostly white Chicago Playboy Club.
 
   “Good evening ladies and gentlemen.  I understand there are a good many Southerners in the room tonight.  I know the South very well.  I spent twenty years there one night.”
 
   “Last time I was down South I walked into this restaurant and this white waitress came up to me and said, ‘We don’t serve colored people here.’  I said, ‘That’s all right.  I don’t eat colored people.  Bring me a whole fried chicken.’  Then these three white boys came up to me and said, ‘Boy, we’re givin’ you fair warnin’.  Anything you do to that chicken, we’re gonna do to you.’  So I put down my knife and fork, I picked up that chicken and I kissed it.  Then I said, ‘Line up, boys!’”
 
   His social satire helped change the way white Americans perceived African-American comedians, such as Nipsey Russell, Bill Cosby, and Godfrey Cambridge.  Gregory used his celebrity status to spotlight major issues such as drug use, the Vietnam war, and various conspiracy theories.  His material and actions became more controversial, and in the nineties, he got arrested at CIA headquarters for protesting about allegations the CIA supplied cocaine to predominately African-American areas in Los Angeles.
 
    [image: Bill_Hicks_at_the_Laff_Stop_in_Austin,_Texas,_1991.jpg]From the late seventies to early nineties, comedian Bill Hicks concentrated on dark humor to talk about every taboo subject from God to cancer.  In his stand-up routine, he talked as though he were discussing these issues with friends at a gathering.  Hicks liked people to have to think about his comedy and concentrated on the angst in our very existence. 
 
   Challenging authority and “accepted truths,” Hicks would deliver messages sometimes mimicking news report: “Today, a young man on acid realized that all matter is merely energy condensed to a slow vibration — that we are all one consciousness experiencing itself subjectively.  There is no such thing as death; life is only a dream, and we are the imagination of ourselves...  Here’s Tom with the weather!” 
 
   This was an extract from his album, It’s Just a Ride.  In a BBC interview, he was asked why he didn’t try to make his act appeal to everyone.  He said that was impossible and then defended his style by recalling an audience member who once told him, “We don’t come to comedy to think!”  His reply, “Gee!  Where do you go to think?  I’ll meet you there!” 
 
    [image: Jerry_Seinfeld_1997 by Alan Light.jpg]By contrast, Jerry Seinfeld created unique stand-up routines in the late seventies through the nineties based on the mundane aspects of life, which culminated in his extremely popular television show about “nothing,” Seinfeld .
 
   His style was, “have you ever thought about this?”  For example, “Dogs are the leaders of the planet.  If you see two life forms, one of them’s making poop, the other one’s carrying it for him, who would you assume is in charge?”  A great silly but astute observation on something almost every-one can identify with. 
 
   Another Seinfeld example: “I once had a leather jacket that got ruined in the rain.  Why does moisture ruin leather?  Aren’t cows outside a lot of the time?  When it’s raining, do cows go up to the farmhouse, ‘Let us in!  We’re all wearing leather!  Open the door!  We’re going to ruin the whole outfit here!’”
 
   Context is extremely important when writing or performing comedy.  A study done by Beloit College in Wisconsin, pointed out the growing discrepancy between general knowledge for our Millennial Generation (Generation Y) as opposed to Generation X and Baby Boomers.  For example, if you said, “And, heeeeeeere’s Johnny!” as an entrée to a joke or story, you would get blank stares from a young crowd who doesn’t know who Johnny Carson is.  Lily Tomlin’s Ernestine would totally confuse today’s technologically connected crowd.  (What’s a pay phone?  For that matter, what’s an operator?)
 
   The point to all this, is that we can all get that comic perspective.  You can find humor in everything around you.  It may be the ridiculous sides of our culture — such as women trying to keep the perfect home.  It could be ranting about your disgust with government policies and politics.  It also could be your observations about the things we see every day, such as dog poop.  Put it into a funny package fit for the audience and the times, and you, too, can make people laugh!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Comedy of Groucho Marx
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   Characterization
 
    
 
    [image: You_Bet_Your_Life_Groucho.thumbs_You_Bet_Your_Life_Groucho_Marx_000060.jpg]Eyeglasses, cigar, big mustache, and ever-twitching eyebrows: who am I talking about?  If you didn’t say Groucho Marx (as in Julius Henry “Groucho” Marx from 1890 to 1977 and the most famous of the four Marx Brothers), then you are too young to know better and that is your unfortunate loss.  To this day you can go into any gag store to buy a glasses-and-mustache disguise to become Groucho.
 
   His distinctive look was carried over from Vaudeville, where he and his brothers actually started out as a singing group called The Four Nightingales.  The Nightingales weren’t that big a hit (who likes a bird with twitching eyebrows?), but when they quit singing and started cracking jokes instead, stars were born. 
 
   The fast-talking, funny-walking, cigar-chewing wag with painted-on eyebrows and mustache arose from his German accent, which started getting boos from patriotic audiences after the 1915 sinking of the Lusitania.  He made a quick switch to his classic character and the rest is history. 
 
   Although Groucho started out wanting to be a doctor, those dreams were thrown out when the family needed money — immediately.  The brothers went into show business, but Groucho made up for his lack of formal education by reading voraciously.  One of his famous lines is, “I think TV is very educational.  Every time someone turns on a TV, I go in the other room and read.”
 
   Groucho and his brothers, Harpo, Chico and Gummo, were a hit on Vaudeville, then Broadway, and finally on the big screen in a series of comedy spoofs, including The Cocoanuts, Animal Crackers, Monkey Business, Horse Feathers, Duck Soup and A Night at the Opera.  Their movies were chock-full of fast-paced, sarcastically silly, wickedly witty dialogue (especially from Groucho) and lots of physical humor. 
 
   In addition, Groucho, the one brother who could best carry a note, introduced several clever songs in these films, including Hooray for Captain Spaulding; Hello, I Must Be Going; Whatever It Is, I’m Against It; Everyone Says I Love You; and, probably his most famous, Lydia the Tattooed Lady.  Groucho went on to host a popular radio and television show, both called You Bet Your Life, which ran from 1946 through 1961. 
 
   A master of the one-liner, Groucho Marx was well known for his plays on words and groan-worthy puns that are quoted often to this day.  Be sure to twitch your eyebrows when you use one of these lines: 
 
   - I wish you’d keep my hands to yourself.
 
   - Marriage is the chief cause of divorce.
 
   “Women should be obscene and not heard.”
 
   “Time flies like an arrow.  Fruit flies like a banana.”
 
   “Outside of a dog, a book is a man’s best friend.  Inside of a dog, it’s too dark to read.”
 
   “While shooting elephants in Africa, I found the tusks          very difficult to remove.  But in Alabama, the Tuscaloosa...”
 
   “I never forget a face, but in your case I’ll be glad to make       an exception.”
 
   “You’re only as young as the woman you feel.”
 
   “Last night I shot an elephant in my pajamas and how        he got in my pajamas I’ll never know.”
 
   “Behind every successful man stands a woman.  And behind her stands his wife.”
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   Joke Structure
 
   What is comedy?
 
   Drama is based on conflict.  So is comedy.  The joke hits us by delivering something different than what we expect — in other words, incongruity.  You are creating an expectation and then BAM!  You throw a curve ball — the punch line!  Result: Big laughs (you hope). 
 
   Comedy comes from incongruity and surprise, but it also needs perspective to fit into the situation or environment.  As we said in the last chapter, it’s important to play to your audience and the context in which you’re playing. 
 
   A young crowd may not understand the same reference that an older crowd would.  You could bomb completely simply because you weren’t considering that the graduates of the Class of 2013 don’t relate to a reference to hippies.  And a senior audience doesn’t relate to a joke such as: (Twitter-head explaining to a newbie) “Okay, let me paint a picture in your head...  Twitter is like cramming 140 of the wackiest characters you know into a little room with turquoise walls, and then asking them to sing like the Birdman of Alcatraz in falsetto.”  The first half might escape an older crowd, and the latter half might escape the younger crowd.  In the same way, a sophisticated white-collar crowd might not appreciate redneck jokes, and heck, rednecks might not even appreciate redneck jokes.  Point being, know who your audience is.
 
   So, our formula comes out: 
 
   Incongruity + Surprise + Context = Funny
 
   The irony of comedy is that funny things are not really incongruous.  Writers put them in the wrong place for the right reason: To create a joke that makes you laugh.
 
   While most of the world looks at things in the normal way, the comedian must look at things differently to know how to change things just enough to make them funny.  You don’t want to change them too much or even too subtly or your effort might slide into confusing nonsense.
 
   For example, Abbie Hoffman played to his young activist audience in the sixties when talking about first amendment rights by saying: “Free speech means the right to yell ‘theater’ in a crowded fire” (a type of joke called a flip which we will discuss later).  It refers to a court ruling from Oliver Wendell Holmes speaking to what could be dangerous free speech, “Like yelling ‘fire’ in a crowded theater.”  Hoffman made an astute observation by simply flipping the words “theater” and “fire.” 
 
   In this chapter, we will discuss the various patterns of joke construction.  You will find these various constructions can overlap, so don’t get too anal about it.  For example, we provide some structures that play on words.  But, when you get right down to it, almost all jokes play on words — hence the overlap.  This again involves analyzing humor, which can be about as much fun as diagramming sentences in grammar class.  But, hey, let’s go kill some frogs.  We’ll try to make it somewhat entertaining. 
 
    Joke structure
 
   Previously, we discussed the two parts of a standard joke — the fact statement and the punch line (incongruity).  The audience then must mentally problem-solve and search for the rule that reconciles the incongruity to “get” the joke.  Otherwise, the punch line doesn’t make sense and dies a horrible death.
 
   Consider this example: 
 
   Statement: A friend recently asked me: “Are you going to be cremated after you die?” 
 
   Punch line: To which I responded: “I certainly wouldn’t want to do it any sooner than that.” 
 
   To analyze this to death, after the first statement, we expect the next sentence to talk about the concept of cremation versus burial.  Instead, the answer puts the emphasis on the words when you die, and creates incongruity and resulting laughter.
 
   Play on words 
 
   It’s rather obvious how these types of jokes are contrived.  Take a word and play with it.  Better yet, take an observation and play with it.  Or, even better, take a cliché and play with it.
 
   Here are examples:
 
   “An actor is the only ham that can’t be cured.”  (Using both the literal and descriptive version of the word “ham.”)
 
   “Denial ain't just a river in Egypt.”  Mark Twain (Using a word that sounds like other words to make a point.)
 
   “She was only a farmer’s daughter, but all the horse manure (horse men knew her).”  (Again, taking words that sound the same but when using them in different contexts, create a funny line.)
 
   Actor and comedian D. L. Hughley centers his comedy around self-deprecation and loves a good play of words: “I used to work for BET but they pay ‘weekly’... very weakly.”
 
   Jokes can be harvested from any well-known phrase.  Henny Youngman’s great line: “Women are crazy today.  Take my wife – please!” is a classic play on words.
 
   Steve Allen liked to split up compound words such as “hornswoggle” and add on the phrase, “You know how painful that can be.”  Thus: “If you have ever had your horn swoggled, you know how painful that can be.”  Just a few words/phrases will work for this — like swash buckling or mind-boggling.  So, if you’ve ever had your mind boggled – or your buckle swashed or even your swash buckled!  — you know how painful that can be!”
 
   Another play on words results from concentrating on a different word than the obvious (like the cremation joke mentioned earlier).  For example: 
 
   “Did you eat pork for dinner last night?” 
 
   “Yes, I considered smoking it, but eating it seemed more reasonable.” 
 
   Instead of focusing on the obvious word pork, you focus on the word eat.  It’s easy to look for opportunities to put one of these together (e.g., Did you swim in the lake?  Yes, I thought about walking on it, but I thought that might be showing off.”
 
   Flip
 
   The “flip” is a simple joke to create.  The two key words of a familiar phrase are reversed, such as the previous example of Hoffman rearranging a well-known saying.  Playing on the conventions of the cliché or accepted phrase, the comedy writer can get a laugh.
 
   For example:
 
   “Money is the root of all evil.  And trees are the root of most money.  Down with trees!”  (Anonymous)
 
   Upon meeting the playwright Samuel Nathaniel Behrman after his “farewell” party, George S. Kaufman quipped, “Ah, forgotten but not gone.”
 
   Another good example is Oscar Wilde’s flip on the platitude, “Drink is the curse of the working classes.”  He switched it to “Work is the curse of the drinking classes.”  Just flipping those key words into something unexpected makes us laugh. 
 
   Puns
 
   Everyone likes a good pun, which is a form of wordplay based on the meaning, sound or spelling of a word or phrase.  Usually, the result of a good pun is a groaning laugh.  For example: “I wondered why the baseball was getting bigger.  Then it hit me.”
 
   There are several different types of puns:
 
   Asteismus is a type of pun in which a reply to an original comment or question returns an unexpected second meaning to something in the original statement. 
 
   Example:
 
   Q: Do you always play by ear?
 
   A: No.  Sometimes I play over there.
 
   Antanaclasis is a type of pun in which a word is repeated, and with each repetition its context shifts from one meaning to another.
 
   Example: If you aren’t fired with enthusiasm, you will be fired with enthusiasm.
 
   Paronomasia is the most common type of pun.  It makes use of words that sound similar to other words, but which have different meanings.
 
   Example: A good farmer is almost always hilarious.  After all, have you ever met one without a great sense of manure?
 
   Syllepsis is a form of pun in which a word can be interpreted in two entirely different ways without changing anything about the sentence.
 
   Example: “We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately.” (Ben Franklin with some gallows humor!)
 
   Metathesis or Spoonerism is a pun involving swapping syllables between two words in a phrase (usually the exchanging first syllable of two words), in such a way that the meaning of the phrase is completely altered.
 
   Example: I went to the hairdresser, and they did my hair so that it made me look much taller — they put lie-heights in it.
 
   The name spoonerism comes from one Reverend Spooner, who was a priest and university professor at Oxford in England who lived between 1844 and 1930.  He suffered from regular tips of the slung (slips of the tongue) and rapidly became famous for them.  Some spoonerisms said to have been uttered by Reverend Spooner:
 
   Our queer old Dean (dear old Queen) 
 
   A well-boiled icicle (well-oiled bicycle) 
 
   The Lord is a shoving leopard.  (a loving shepherd) 
 
   Mardon padam, this pie is occupewed.  May I sew you to another sheet?  (pew is occupied; show you to another seat) 
 
   Reverse
 
   Reverse is using a regular idea and changing it into something unexpected.  This is perfect incongruity in action. 
 
   Henny Youngman: “The place I worked in last week is kind of run-down.  Between my dressing room and the room where all the chorus girls change clothes, there’s actually a hole in the wall.  But I don’t care; I let ‘em look.”
 
   Rodney Dangerfield: “My wife made me join a bridge club.  I jump off next Tuesday.”
 
   Jack Benny: “I don’t deserve this award, but I have arthritis and I don’t deserve that either.” 
 
   Exaggeration 
 
   Using hyperbole and imagery, these jokes exaggerate a concept to a point it becomes ridiculous — and funny. 
 
   The indomitable George Burns focused on being old toward the end of his long career.  A typical exaggeration joke: “When I was a boy, the Dead Sea was only sick.”
 
   Bob Hope’s version of getting old: “You still chase women, but only downhill.” 
 
    [image: RodneyDangerfield1978  Jim Acordino.jpg]Rodney Dangerfield: “Yeah, I know I’m ugly...  I said to a bartender, ‘Make me a zombie.’  He said ‘God beat me to it.’” 
 
   On The Tonight Show, Johnny Carson used the exaggeration technique a lot – partly to garner audience participation.  Examples:
 
   Johnny: I was in Detroit recently and it was so cold... 
 
   Audience: How cold was it?
 
   Johnny: The squirrels in the park were throwing themselves at an electric fence!  The politicians had their hands in their OWN pockets!  The muggers were phoning in sick!  The snowman knocked on the door and asked to sleep on the couch!
 
   Of course, it’s even better when you get the “rim shot” (drum roll and cymbal clash) that always accompanied these jokes.
 
   Implication
 
   Implication jokes make an obvious point without directly stating it, thus creating incongruity and laughter.  If you said it literally, no one would laugh.  It’s the insinuation that makes it funny.  For example, on Art Link letter’s Show Kids Say the Dandiest Things, a little boy did it by accident:
 
   Link letter: Were you born in California?
 
   Kid: No, we moved here from Kansas City four months ago.
 
   Linkletter: Why did you move to Los Angeles?
 
   Kid: My daddy wanted to see if he liked it.
 
   Linkletter: How do you like it?
 
   Kid: We’re moving back next week.
 
   Implication: We don’t like Los Angeles.
 
    [image: Steven_Wright_1994 48 States as EN Wikipedia.jpg]Comedian Steven Wright often uses this technique: “I think it’s wrong that only one company makes the game Monopoly.”
 
   Implication: One company has a monopoly on the game Monopoly.
 
    
 
   I’m not so dumb
 
   In this technique, according to Allen, you have three steps.  First, you refer to a common (but somewhat stupid) belief.  Second, you say you are too intelligent to fall for that.  Third, you come up with an equally inane opinion.
 
   Ellen DeGeneres: 
 
   (Original belief)  Our ego tells us we’re the only ones that have any kind of feelings.  We’re the only ones with a relationship.  We’re the only ones with family.  (The ‘You don’t fall for it’ statement is implied.)
 
    [image: Ellen_DeGeneres-2009-enh5.jpg](Your belief)  “You know, I think that if you kill a spider, there is a relationship that you’re ruining.  There’s a conversation going on outside with the other spiders.  ‘Did you hear about Chris?  Killed, yeah....  Sneaker.  And now Stephanie has nine hundred babies to rise all alone.  Well, she’s got her legs full I’ll tell you that right now.  Chris was so kind wouldn’t hurt a fly.  It’s just been tough for them lately.  They just lost their web last week.  Those humans think they’re so smart.  Let them try shooting silk out of their butt and see what they can make.’” 
 
   Another way to put together this type of joke is to speak about a subject everyone knows about, but provide fresher and funnier insight.
 
   Dave Berry on electricity: 
 
   “Electricity originates inside clouds.  There, it forms into lightning, which is attracted to the Earth by golfers.  After entering the ground, the electricity hardens into coal, which, when dug up by power companies and, burned in big ovens called ‘generators,’ turns back into electricity.  Where it is transformed by TV sets into commercials for beer, which passes through the consumers and back into the ground, thus completing what is known as a ‘circuit.’” 
 
   A young son approaches his software engineer Daddy with a serious topic...  (author unknown)
 
   Son: Daddy, how was I born?
 
   Daddy: Well, son.  I first got together with your Mom in a chat room on Yahoo.  Then we set up a date via email and met at a cyber-cafe.  There, we sneaked into a secluded room where your Mom agreed to a download from my hard drive.  As soon as I was ready to upload, we discovered that none of us had used a firewall.  But it was too late to hit the delete button.
 
   Six weeks later, your Mom sent me an instant message saying that her operating system was showing signs of unauthorized program activity from a self extracting file which had implanted itself in her BIOS.  Then, nine months later a Pop-Up appeared and said...You’ve got (a) male!
 
    [image: Victor-Borge.jpg]And then there’s the story that highlights how brilliant you are.
 
   Victor Borge: I was trying to invent a soft drink, but I had trouble deciding on the right name for it.  First I called it 4-Up, but nobody was interested.  Then I tried the name 5-Up, and that didn’t work either.  I also wasted a lot of time trying to promote a drink called 6-Up, but then suddenly I had the name that I’d been looking for — Pepsi Cola!
 
   Visualization
 
   In this structure, you provide a humorous visual image.  Examples: 
 
   Question: Have you ever tried sniffing glue?  Yes, I once did try to sniff glue.  But all that happened was my nostrils got stuck together.
 
   So there are these two muffins baking in an oven.  One of them yells, “Wow, it’s hot in here!”  And the other muffin replies, “Holy cow!  A talking muffin!”
 
    [image: EddieIzzard.jpg]Eddie Izzard makes it simple to visualize his hilarious version of history.  We can see the world through his eyes — and it’s ridiculous.
 
   On archeology: “And they always find in archeology ‘a series of small walls.’  Every time, a series of small walls.  Everywhere you go.  ‘We’ve found a series of small walls, we’re very excited…  I think this proves they had walls in olden days.  They were very small, and… a series of small wall people.’  And then someone comes along, very learned, with glasses, ‘Of course, the king and queen entertained here… 1,500 courtiers, and there were soldiers, 20,000 soldiers in this room, and elephants dancing hopscotch over there…  A mad fiddler in this room, playing the banjo, buttocks and aqueducts into a heater…’  And you’re just watching, and going, ‘You’re making this up, mate!  You’re just pointing at a series of small walls, going, ‘there, there…  Tutankhamen playing banjo in there…’  Don’t know if it’s true.’”
 
   Comic anecdote
 
   Tell a funny story about something that actually happened to you or to someone you know.  Obviously, there should be an inherently comic element in the event that’s taken place, or you wouldn’t be contemplating telling the story in the first place.  Sometimes, the story can be made funnier by the way you tell it. 
 
   Comedian Bill Cosby used anecdotes for his whole routine.  He told us all about his childhood adventures in North Philadelphia with his friends, Fat Albert, Old Weird Harold, et al.  In his famous Ninth Street Bridge routine, Cosby tells the story about going to see a horror movie double feature with Old Weird Harold, who was 6’ 9’, and weighed 50 pounds. 
 
   The boys stayed for a few too many shows and had to walk home, crossing the spooky Ninth Street Bridge.  He acted out all of his main characters, using different voices, and told all about his childhood through hilarious anecdotes.
 
   Other examples:
 
   George Carlin: “Recently, in a public bathroom, I used the handicapped stall.  As I emerged, a man in a wheelchair asked me indignantly, ‘Are you handicapped?’  Gathering all my aplomb, I looked him in the eye and said, ‘Not now.  But I was before I went in there.’”
 
   Rodney Dangerfield: “Once when I was lost, I saw a policeman and asked him to help me find my parents,” he recalled.  “I said, ‘Do you think we’ll ever find them?’  He said, ‘I don’t know kid.  There are so many places they can hide.’” 
 
   Triple 
 
   The triple is a popular structure because it is fairly easy to construct and almost always gets a laugh.  This is a joke structure (either spoken or visual) where you use three elements: a grouping of three examples or a sequence of three actions, comments, or categories.  The first two elements set up the joke (the expectation) and the third in the sequence is the non-sequitur (the unexpected element that creates the laugh).
 
   Example:
 
   Jon Stewart: “I celebrated Thanksgiving in an old-fashioned way.  I invited everyone in my neighborhood to my house (1), we had an enormous feast (2), and then I killed them and took their land (3).
 
   You’ve heard a million priest, minister, and rabbi jokes — a typical triple structure.  Most triples are short — two or three sentences — but longer triples can work if done correctly.  The opening lines are logical setups and the final line is the most outlandish.  Here are some examples:
 
   Conan O’Brien: “A woman recently had a baby from an embryo that had been frozen for seven years.  She said, ‘I had no idea if I was having a little boy, a little girls, or fish sticks.’” 
 
   Stephanie Miller: “At 88, the king of popcorn, Orville Redenbacher, passed away.  His family is mired in an ugly dispute over whether to cremate, microwave or air-pop him.” 
 
   Lily Tomlin: “If peanut oil comes from peanuts, and olive oil comes from olives, where does baby oil come from?” 
 
   George Burns: “When I was young, I was called a rugged individualist.  When I was in my fifties, I was considered eccentric.  Here I am doing and saying the same things I did then and I’m labeled senile.”  (From Just you and me Kid, 1979)
 
   Word up 
 
   Are certain words funny?  The careful selection of the perfect word can make a joke a classic.  For example, words with the ‘k’ sound — like ‘kidneys’ — are inherently funny.  The humor potential of the letter ‘k’ has been known by the experts for years. 
 
   In the Neil Simon play The Sunshine Boys, the character Willy explains it to his nephew: “Fifty-seven years in this business, you learn a few things.  You know what words are funny and which words are not funny.  Alka Seltzer is funny.  You say ‘Alka Seltzer,’ you get a laugh...  Words with ‘k’ in them are funny.  Casey Stengel, that’s a funny name.  Robert Taylor is not funny.”
 
   Scientist and researcher Richard Wiseman put the “k is funny” theory to the test during his LaughLab research in 2001.  Although the main focus of the research was finding the funniest joke, Wiseman also performed a “mini experiment” to see if the letter ‘k’ actually gets more laughs.  (Your tax dollars at work, folks.)
 
   The experiment was built around a simple joke: There were two cows in a field.  One said, “Moo.”  The other one said, “I was going to say that.”  During the experiment, people were invited to visit the LaughLab website and rate jokes pulled at random from a database.  In addition to the cow joke, Wiseman and his colleagues put several variations in the database including mice that went “eek,” tigers that said “grrr” and birds going “cheep.” 
 
   The winning variation, which had the most uses of the letter ‘k’, was this joke: “There were two ducks on a pond.  One said, ‘Quack’ and the other said, ‘I was going to say that.’”  The experiment showed the ‘k’ sound got the most laughs… and how easily amused the test subjects were.
 
   Here are some words and phrases you can shout out randomly at parties for laughs: fish sticks, tinker toy, slinky, sissy pants (childish things are funny), hygiene, nose hair, nubile, mood ring, junior college, goofy golf, kumquat, Jet Ski, gerbil, ant farm, squirrel, communicable, inner thigh, three, five, tattletale, Burger King, aplenty, penmanship, elk, woodpecker, crackpot, fur ball, Magic Marker, Mr. Bubble, uterus, uvula, Latvia, pluck, amok, squeal, McNuggets, show tunes, custard, duck.
 
   Try it sometime.  Meanwhile, I’ll stand behind a post and snicker. 
 
   [See Appendix 1 for a list of more funny words.]
 
   Surprise repetition
 
   The best examples of this technique are on stage or in movies because the visual makes it funny.  Take a typical situation, such as calming down someone who is hysterical by slapping them.  And then use repetition of the action to create a laugh. 
 
   The 1968 film The Producers has one of the best examples.  Gene Wilder says, “I’m hysterical” while wildly running away from Zero Mostel.  Mostel throws water from a pitcher on him.  Wilder says, “I’m hysterical!  I’m wet and I’m still hysterical!”  Mostel slaps him.  Wilder says, “I’m in pain.  And I’m wet.  And I’m still hysterical!”
 
   The movie Airplane!  has another great example of using repetition incrementally to build up the laugh.  Again, the set up (expectation) is that the hysterical person will be calmed down by a slap.  Writers/directors David Zucker, Jim Abrahams, and Jerry Zucker took the situation further.  A frightened woman on the plane yells, “I’ve got to get out of here!”  The hostess shakes her telling her to “Calm down!”  Then another passenger takes over, shaking her and slapping her, and then the pilot shakes and slaps her, then a nun.  And you see more passengers lined up waiting their turn with boxing gloves, a wrench, a bat, a pistol...  You get the point!
 
   If you’ve ever seen the people (purser, maid, valet, etc.) pile into the very small ship stateroom in the Marx Brothers’ “A Night at the Opera,” you know how funny surprise repetition can be. 
 
   Concept fusion 
 
   This type of joke (a.k.a the ‘con fuse’) joins two presumably different ideas to produce incongruity.  This technique is very popular with certain comedians.  Here’s a classic example from Groucho Marx: “One morning I shot an elephant in my pajamas.  How he got into my pajamas I’ll never know.” 
 
   Steven Wright uses this joke structure a lot. 
 
   Examples: 
 
   “I put instant coffee in my microwave and almost went back in time.”  [Instant coffee (speed) + microwave (speed) = time dis-placement]
 
   “I had some eye-glasses.  I was walking down the street when suddenly the prescription ran out.  (Grasps about blindly)  [Prescription (expires) + glasses (a prescription item that never really runs out) = losing sight.]
 
   “I have flip-up contacts.”  [Contacts (stuck on eye) + flip up (normally associated with glasses)] 
 
   “I just got out of the hospital.  I was in a speed-reading accident.  I hit a bookmark.”  [Speeding causes accidents.  Speed-reading causes you to hit a bookmark.]
 
   Self-contradiction 
 
   This joke construction is popular on sitcoms.  The series Cheers offers many classic examples.  In this style of joke the speaker’s denial proves the accusation. 
 
   For example, Frasier protests, “Are you saying I’m redundant?  That I repeat myself.  That I say the same thing over and over?”  [His denial or questioning the fact that he’s redundant proves he is.] 
 
   One of the first jokes I sold was to a stand-up comedian was, “My wife told me I hold grudges too long.  I never forgave her for saying that.”  [So, in that implied denial (not a grudge holder) the accusation is shown to be true.]
 
   Think of a personality flaw and you’ve got an easy joke structure.
 
   Examples:
 
   A: Your problem is that you’re a quitter.
 
   B: No I’m not!
 
   A: You are!
 
   B: Okay, you’re probably right.  I really don’t want to fight about it.
 
   A: You’re immature.
 
   B: Am not!
 
   A: You are!
 
   B: Am not!  Times infinity!
 
   Not great jokes but they do make the structure clear — the denial proves the accusation.  The self-contradiction (person proving what they are denying through the denial itself) creates the incongruity, which leads to laughter. 
 
   Macro/Micro 
 
   The Macro/Micro (a.k.a M&M) joke is one in which large, grand, even eternal concerns are contradicted by petty, workaday nitpicking.
 
   Woody Allen is one of the masters of this technique since he used a lot of jokes about the belief (or lack thereof) in God, itself a macro concept.
 
   Examples: 
 
   “His values are God and carpeting.” 
 
   “Not only is there no God, but try getting a plumber on weekends.” 
 
   “How can I believe in God when only last week I got my tongue caught in the roller of an electric typewriter?”
 
   “I do not believe in an afterlife, although I am bringing a change of underwear.”
 
   “If only God would give me some clear sign!  Like making a large deposit in my name at a Swiss bank.”
 
   Here is a good example from Ellen DeGeneres:
 
   “I was in yoga the other day.  I was in full lotus position.  My chakras were all aligned.  My mind is cleared of all clutter and I’m looking out of my third eye and everything that I’m supposed to be doing.  It’s amazing what comes up, when you sit in that silence.  ‘Mama keeps whites bright like the sunlight.  Mama’s got the magic of Clorox 2.’”
 
   M&M can also stand for the technique of everyday concerns leading to great philosophical pondering.  For example, Mongo in Blazing Saddles, who looks stupid and talks in monosyllables, then solemnly turns to the camera and states: “Mongo only pawn in game of life.” 
 
   Get Smart (the great television series created by Mel Brooks and Buck Henry) used this style of joke frequently, using the large concerns of saving the world vs. the petty concerns of Maxwell Smart.  An episode to watch is “Strike While the Agent Is Hot” as the agents of CONTROL deal with petty union complaints (micro) while they should be concerned with saving the world (macro). 
 
   Add-a-word 
 
   In this technique a word, a prefix, or even a few letters are added to an existing word or phrase to create an incongruous meaning. 
 
   Woody Allen: “These people were really hip.  They were sitting around in black turtlenecks, drinking pre-Columbian coffee.”  [Adding “pre” creates the joke.  We know “Columbian coffee” (known phrase) and “pre-Columbian” refers usually to a style of art.  Allen combines the two concepts creating a brilliant line.] 
 
   Add-a-words create easy incongruities, such as:
 
   Lincoln Log Memorial
 
   Toy train schedule
 
   Liquid paper route
 
   Redundancy 
 
   Using redundancy for laughs relies on the expectation new information is usually conveyed when we communicate.  Instead the redundant phrase repeats information and we laugh because our expectation is not met. 
 
   Here are several classic examples from the master comedy writer S.J. Perelman from WESTWARD HA!
 
   “The whole sordid business began on a bleak November afternoon a couple of years ago in Philadelphia, a metropolis sometimes known as the City of Brotherly Love but more accurately as the City of Bleak November Afternoons.”
 
   “In no time at all — five minutes, to be exact — we were laughing and chatting away as though we had known each other five minutes.”
 
   In both of these information is given once and then repeated for the laugh.  Add redundancy to your comic toolbox and your comic toolbox will include redundancy.  I said that already.
 
    
 
   The retreat 
 
   The retreat follows this construction: Strong assertion followed by a retreat — series of qualifications negating the original strong assertion. 
 
   Monty Python used this technique with Graham Chapman’s Colonel character.  For example:
 
   Colonel: Now, I’ve noticed a tendency for this programme to get rather silly.  Now I do my best to keep things moving along, but I’m not having things getting silly.  Those two last sketches I did got very silly indeed, and that last one about the bed was even sillier.  Now, nobody likes a good laugh more than I do... except perhaps my wife and some of her friends... oh yes and Captain Johnston.  Come to think of it most people like a good laugh more than I do.  But that’s beside the point. 
 
   Immediate reverse 
 
    [image: Bob_Hope,_1978.jpg]Rather than a slow retreat, the immediate reverse follows a similar structure but does so quickly.  Strong assertion + new info = quick/immediate reversal in character’s position.
 
   Bob Hope, a comedian and great comic actor, used this technique brilliantly.  The Road series, My Favorite Brunette, Paleface and Son of Paleface, and many others, are all must-see comedies in which he uses immediate reverses.
 
   As bungling dentist Painless Potter, Hope is mistakenly hailed as the hero who just saved a group of women and children from a hostile band of Indians.  As the shouting subsides, Hope prepares to make a speech.  ”Ladies and gentlemen, at this time I’d like to say a few words...”  Someone in the crowd yells, “Let’s get out of here before them Redskins come back!”  Hope quickly says, “Those are the words.”
 
   Hope’s delivery of the line is perfect.  From bravado to cowardice.  The strong assertion to the immediate reverse reveals his true character.
 
   Strong assertion: Hope will give his speech about his bravery.  New information: Hostile Indians will soon return.  Reversal: Hope turns yellow-belly.
 
   Inversion
 
   To find the funny in an inversion joke, flip the idea backwards.  It’s easy once you practice.  Use the secondary meaning of a word or phrase rather than the primary meaning.
 
    [image: Abbott_and_Costello_1950s.JPG]Example from Fancy Pants: Small-time English actor (Bob Hope), impersonating an earl, tries to impress visiting Americans.  “Many an afternoon we had tea, the duchess and I, while her husband the duke was busily engaged in his favorite sport.”  “Was this cricket?” someone asked.  “Perhaps not,” he replied, “but she was so irresistible.”  [The question used the definition of cricket as a sport.  The answer used the definition of playing fair.]
 
   Lou Costello and Bud Abbot used this format in their movies.  In Comin’ Round the Mountain, the word “forefathers” is confused.  Lou contends he doesn’t have “four fathers” while Bud Abbot insists he does have “forefathers.”  Lou replies, “Well, if I did, then only one came home nights.” 
 
   Repetition
 
   In this technique, you find something funny and use it again and again until it is no longer funny.  You’ll be surprised how long you can go if you apply repetition. 
 
   A good example of this was the routine used by comedian Jim Barber and his puppet, a dog-named Seville.  He asked the dog what he did today.  The dog says, “I went outside.  Came back in.  I went outside.  Came back in.  I went outside.  Came back in…” ad infinitum. 
 
   He uses the same inflection for each statement and just keeps going.  Because we have all been around dogs who constantly whine to get out and then whine to get back in, we recognize the situation and the repetition makes it all the funnier.
 
   Callback
 
   In this structure, you use a joke early in the routine or script and then bring it back in one form or another throughout the performance. 
 
   A great example of this is from the movie Airplane!  When the crisis hits, Lloyd Bridges’ character, Steve McCroskey, comments: 
 
   “Looks like I picked the wrong week to quit drinking.”  As the crisis grows ever bigger, this line comes back with different versions. 
 
   “Looks like I picked the wrong week to quit smoking.” 
 
   “Looks like I picked the wrong week to quit sniffing glue.” 
 
   “Looks like I picked the wrong week to quit amphetamines.”
 
   Comedic paradox
 
   Mash up the funny with the not so funny to create a third funny, which technically should not exist.  Sometimes this works and sometimes not.  Paradoxes are like that.
 
   “If toast always lands butter-side down, and cats always land on their feet, what happens if you strap toast on the back of a cat and drop it?”  (sometimes attributed to Steven Wright)
 
   “Guy walks into a Long John Silver’s and orders up fish ‘n chips.  When he gets to his table, he notices that instead of the standard three hush puppies that come with the meal, he’s ended up with four.  What good luck, he thinks.  Lifting the first hush puppy to his mouth he discovers that it’s hard as a rock, as are the other three.  He returns to the counter, to the attendant who filled his order, and says, “These hush puppies are hard as rocks.  They’re completely inedible.”
 
   “I know,” the attendant says.  “That’s why I gave you an extra.”
 
   Jerry Seinfeld: “I have a friend who’s collecting unemployment insurance.  This guy has never worked so hard in his life as he has to keep this thing going.  He’s down there every week, waiting on the lines and getting interviewed and making up all these lies about looking for jobs.  If they had any idea of the effort and energy that he is expending to avoid work, I’m sure they’d give him a raise.” 
 
   Takes
 
   A “take" is essentially a facial reaction done generally (but by no means always) for comic effect.
 
   Takes of course existed for centuries onstage, where they were highly exaggerated so as to be discernible to the back of the balcony.  But it took the new medium of the cinema and its revolutionary technique the close-up to fully exploit the possibilities of the take.
 
   There were far too many types of takes in silent film comedy (most of which are long archaic) to list here.  You could write paragraphs just on reactions to being hit on the head (as James Agee in fact did, in his classic 1949 essay "The Golden Age Of Comedy").  Often highly exaggerated in the stage style, these techniques would pretty much disappear from mainstream comedy with the advent of sound film and its ever-increasing emphasis on "reality" – although some takes like "Dreamy Smile After Being Hit On Head" would survive through Our Gang and The Three Stooges into the 1960s with Gilligan's Island (a veritable collection depot for old slapstick devices).
 
   The most famous take of course is the DOUBLE TAKE.  Turn to look at something, bring your head back, and then turn your head in acknowledgement.  The double take has many variations.  The head can be returned whip-fast, or the return can be slow with the eyes gradually popping out.
 
   Scottish comedian James Finlayson, a longtime foil for Laurel and Hardy (and whose "D-oh!" exclamation would be co-opted by Homer Simpson in the 1990s) perfected what he called the DOUBLE TAKE AND FADE AWAY: Turn, go back, whip second turn, then go back slow to expression of exasperation.
 
   Bob Hope, with his matchless dialogue timing, used a double take made possible by sound: DOUBLE TAKE WITH WISECRACK, as in this classic exchange from “The Ghost Breakers”:
 
   (Radio host Hope has now finished his show and is talking with a secretary)
 
   HOPE: Wasn't that a great show I just did?
 
   SECRETARY: It was if you're any judge.
 
   (Hope smiles then does double take.  A pregnant pause as the two stars at each other).
 
   HOPE: I'll think of sumthin'.
 
   There are many other types of takes – here are just a few:
 
   SLOW BLINK – Buster Keaton's stone face persona did not really lend itself to takes, but he used this one effectively.  A variation is the SLOW BLINK WITH GULP, for registering fear.
 
   EYE BULGE –Jackie Gleason was heavily influenced by the great silent comedians.  He even had a silent character, The Poor Soul, on his 1950s TV variety show.  Gleason often used the eye bulge in his Honeymooners sketches.  Sometimes it was the eye bulge alone, other times it was followed by a gulp, still others by slamming the table.  Like many take forms the eye bulge faded with the decline of slapstick, but it did not disappear completely.  Geoffrey Rush used one a few years ago in The Life and Death of Peter Sellers.
 
    [image: Danny_thomas_sherry_jackson.JPG]SPIT TAKE – Calmly drink your cup of coffee (or tea).  You are surprised.  Before you can swallow, you spit out your mouthful of liquid.  Noteworthy as a take which involves a prop; this messy bit of business had existed for years but was made virtually iconic by Danny Thomas, who used it frequently on his '50s sitcom Make Room for Daddy.  The device became SO identified with Thomas that its very fame nearly killed it off, aside from occasional ironic references.  This latter usage would survive into the 1980s on that Mt. Everest of reference humor SCTV, which sometimes used the spit take (as well as other slapstick devices) in their parodies of old TV and movie forms.
 
   TAKE DOWN THE FOURTH WALL – There is a special kind of take which flirts with the concept of "breaking the fourth wall" (i.e. acknowledging the audience).  This was hardly unknown in silent comedy: A girl starts to get out of the bathtub and Buster Keaton blocks the lens with his hand; Fatty Arbuckle is changing his pants in a dressing room and motions for the camera to rise so as to preserve modesty.  More commonly, hack comics, desperate for laughs, would point at some action onscreen, and then turn to the audience laughing, praying they could convince at least a few to join in.
 
    
 
    [image: Laurel_&_Hardy_in_Flying_Deuces_1_sharpen, noise, curves.png]Oliver Hardy refined this acknowledgement into a take.  Stan commits some blunder.  Instead of immediately chastising Stan, Ollie turns to the camera and sighs in annoyed resignation, his face in sort of a half-smirk, half-grimace.  That turn to the camera is the significant motion.  He's communicating with US, directly, before returning to berate Stan for his faux pas.
 
   Jack Benny took this idea further.  A guy walks up to Benny and ask for a quarter.  Jack slowly turns to the audience and smiles, as if to ask, "Is he kidding?”  Not only does Benny's take acknowledge the audience, but the joke depends on pre-knowledge of Benny's carefully crafted cheap persona.
 
   Johnny Carson, Benny's most devoted disciple (Carson even wrote his undergraduate thesis on Benny, while he was a student at the University of Nebraska in the 1940s), was perhaps also the most devoted practitioner of takes.  I suppose if you have all that airtime to fill, you need every comic tool you can lay your hands on.  While Carson might occasionally use exaggerated slapstick takes (especially in sketches), he was much fonder of Bennyesque fourth wall breakers: half-smile of bemusement, leering smirk, resigned acceptance, et al...  These takes were made even more effective by employment of what is known in the TV business as a "slave camera" (one that is always focused on the star), ever ready to capture Carson' every gesture.
 
   Note how takes were scaled down as the technology became more intimate: stage, silent film, talkies, TV.  Sometimes Johnny Carson would look in his slave camera with no visible change of expression.  With a nod to today's dominant form of TV programming we might call this the "Reality Take."
 
   What joke to use?
 
   As we have illustrated here, there are a lot of ways to create a funny joke.  But is there a particular type of joke structure that always works best?  That is the best for certain audiences?  That gives you a comic edge?  Short answer: No. 
 
   Take this information as fodder for your next brainstorming session, or the next time you need a good funny line in a script, or to put at the beginning of a dull speech, or even to kill the folks around the water cooler.  These joke structures show you that funny has many faces.  All you have to do is find them!
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   Stand-Up Comedy
 
   What makes stand-up different?
 
   Stand-up comedy literally and figuratively stands out from some of the other forms.  For one thing, it involves getting on stage ALONE before strangers and making a fool of yourself.  Since speaking before a group is considered the worst phobia of all (even worse than death!), it takes some guts.  According to Steve Silberberg, author of a great FAQ on a comedy newsgroup, stand-up comedians come from a “mad as hell — not going to take it anymore” stock. 
 
   While everyone experiences some pain in their life, “the comedian has the ability to use... anger and intelligence to refocus and reconstruct their pain into entertainment,” Silberberg says.  He continues, tongue in cheek, that “comedians are generally more intelligent and sensitive than the average person.”  The frustrations from not being able to change anything as children causes pressure to build up.  And, just as “pressure and heat transform coal into diamonds, it’s that frustration, social pressure and the heat of anger that transforms us into comedians.” 
 
   He goes on with this encouraging tidbit: “If you haven’t failed miserably at nearly every legitimate job you’ve ever tried to hold, then you might not have the necessary level of choking bile to perform stand-up. 
 
   “You see, the best stand-ups are those who are able to take their own sickening, pathetic obsessions and shortcomings, and splatter them all over an audience like an Alien Autopsy.  Only then will you even begin to appreciate the masochistic delight you’ll experience offering your brilliant analogies and sparkling wit to a room full of smoking drunks trying desperately to get laid by the other fattest person in the room.”  That’s one man’s opinion.
 
   But, no one can deny that stand-up comedians comprise a different breed that stretches the limits of political correctness, bad taste and raunchy language to pursue a career that requires travel and uncertain earnings in the serious quest to get a few laughs.  Sometimes they are booed and sometimes they are applauded.  And, sometimes, it’s hard to tell why one was accepted and the other not.
 
   History of stand-up
 
   Comedians, as we mentioned in Chapter 1, have been around forever.  They started as jesters and clowns in the distant past.  In modern times, stand-up comedians performed in vaudeville, silent movies, nightclubs and comedy clubs, radio and television variety shows, cable and stage.  Some claim stand-up comedy really came into its own in the seventies when comedy clubs became popular, especially on the East and West Coasts. 
 
   While it’s true that a lot more stand-up comics had an opportunity to make a start at these comedy clubs, veteran stand-up comedians, the “fathers of comedy,” such as Bob Hope, George Burns, Jack Benny and others, might point out stand-up comedy has been popular for a long time.  Vaudeville, popular from the 1880s into the 1930s, spawned the comedy routine, and many of those comedians went on into radio variety shows that featured comedy monologues along with music and skits. 
 
   In the fifties, vaudeville and radio morphed into the visible comedy/variety shows (usually live) known as the “Golden Age of Television.”  The variety shows of the time provided the platform for most stand-up comedians of the times.  From The Milton Berlet Show (with “Uncle MITIE”) to Your Show of Shows with Sid Caesar, The Colgate Comedy Hour, The Jack Benny Show, The George Gobble Show, The Dinah Shore Show and Arthur Godfrey’s various shows, the fifties definitely celebrated comedic talent.  What’s more, many comics, such as Red Skelton, needed the camera to show off a lot of their character comedy.  Skelton, in particular, was partial to pantomime (which obviously doesn’t work on radio). 
 
   The Show, which ran from 1955 to 1971, provided a large audience for stand-up comedians such as Joan Rivers, Alan King, Jack Carter, and Myron Cohen.  In the sixties, the show opened up to the new generation of comedians coming in led by Mort Shall, Woody Allen, Richard Pryor and George Carlin.  These comedians delved into more social issues, and sometimes even divisive material on race relations, politics and sexuality. 
 
   Lenny Bruce and Bill Hicks, among others, offered edgy comedy that tested the boundaries of entertainment.  In addition, comedians such as Dick Gregory and Redd Foxx were edging in from segregated performances for black-only audiences into the formerly all-white venues.  And, although Jewish humor has been popular in America for years with such comedians as Jack Benny, Sid Caesar, George Burns, Henny Youngman and Milton Berlet, as years progressed, more ethnic comics broke the WASP barrier, including George Lopez (Hispanic), Billy Connolly (Scottish), Margaret Cho (Asian) and Russell Peters (Indian), to name just a few.
 
   Nightclubs, including The Second City in Chicago, offered another site for stand-up comedy.  The Second City was one of the very first comedy clubs, opening in 1959 and celebrating its 50th anniversary in December 2009.  This venue provided launching points into television for many comedians, including Alan Arkin, Ed Asner, Dan Aykroyd, John and Jim Belushi, Peter Boyle, John Candy, Steve Carell, Dan Castellaneta, Stephen Colbert, Chris Farley, Tina Fey, Bonnie Hunt, Robert Klein, Andrea Martin, Elaine May, Jack McBrayer, Bill Murray, Mike Myers, Mike Nichols, Catherine O’Hara, Amy Poehler, Gilda Radner, Harold Ramis, Joan Rivers, Amy Sedaris, Martin Short, Nia Vardalos, and Fred Willard.
 
   Daytime televised interview shows opened another venue with shows such as The Mike Douglas Show, The Merv Griffin Show and Dinah Shore and Friends, which offered slots for comedians. 
 
   In the sixties, variety shows were changing into skit showcases for one comic or a group of comedians.  Shows such as The Jackie Gleason Show, The Red Skelton Show and The Carol Burnett Show provided an hour for these talented entertainers to make people laugh by parading all their various characters on the show.  Red Skelton had everything from Clem Kadiddlehopper to Freddy the Freeloader.  Jackie Gleason concentrated on his Honeymooners skits with Art Carney and Audrey Meadows.  Carol Burnett’s show, which ran from 1967 to 1978, provided an hour of songs and skit humor (including regulars: As the Stomach Turns and The Family) with Harvey Korman, Vickie Lawrence and Tim Conway. 
 
   In the late sixties into the seventies shows such as Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-in, Hee Haw and the cutting-edge Saturday Night Live continued to offer comedy in skits, sight gags and characterizations. 
 
   Undoubtedly, the Holy Grail to stand-up comedians was an appearance on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, which ran from 1962 to 1992.  Clips from the show display many well-known comedians at the beginning of their careers, including Roseanne Barr, Steven Wright, Jerry Seinfeld, Louie Ander-son, Garry Shandling, Drew Carey, George Carlin, David Brenner, Gallagher, Rita Rudner, Maureen Murphy, Rich Hall, Ellen DeGeneres and Rodney Dangerfield. 
 
    [image: Johnny_carson_1957.JPG]Johnny Carson’s showcase for new comedians was one fuse that lit the comedy club boom on both coasts, which opened opportunities to prospective stand-up comics.  While certain clubs, such as The Second City in Chicago (and later in Los Angeles and Toronto) had been around a while, many new clubs opened, such as The Comedy Store, The Improv, Comic Strip Live and The Laugh Factory, which produced such talent as Robin Williams, Eddie Murphy, and Billy Crystal.
 
   These live performances on a small stage offered a great deal of freedom in comedy material, and comedians stretched the envelope as they tried to become famous.  Cable television channels, such as HBO and Showtime, opened up a no-holds-barred stage and broadcast venue for some of the best, including some of the aforementioned comedians such as Robin Williams, Eddie Murphy, plus Chris Rock, and Eddie Izzard.
 
   Stand-up comedy seems to endure and evolve through the years — war time and peace time, good economy and bad economy — through audio and visual media such as vaudeville, stage, radio, television, cable and now the Internet.  Where’s a good comedian when you need one?  Everywhere!
 
   Writing for stand-up
 
   Most stand-up comedians use their own material.  They know best what works for their particular style, and often spend years — if not decades — perfecting it. However, the busier, well-booked stars of comedy also accept material from a crew of writers or even freelancers. The more often a comic performs, the more he or she needs fresh material. 
 
   Persona and style
 
   Perhaps the first thing to consider, whether you are writing for yourself or another comic, is what persona or style to use. We’ve discussed characterization in which comedians introduce their funny thoughts through a character they’ve established. Some comedians use observation, such as Jerry Seinfeld and George Carlin. Others have a gimmick and/or line, such as Rodney Dangerfield (“I don’t get no respect!”), Joan Rivers (“Can we talk?”) and Tim Allen (“More power!”). Here are some other comedian types:
 
    
    	Topical comics who take a humorous outlook on current affairs: Dennis Miller, Jay Leno, David Letterman, Jon Stewart and Bill Maher. 
 
    	Prop comics who use various items: Carrot Top, Gallagher, Edgar Bergen and Harpo Marx. 
 
    	Gender comics who capitalize on their gender or sexual preference: Margaret Cho, Lea Delaria, Paula Poundstone, Eddie Izzard. 
 
    	Physical comics who use facial expressions, costumes and physical slapstick: Jim Carrey, Steve Martin, Chevy Chase. 
 
    	Impressionists who sound just like other famous people or special characters: Dana Carvey, Mike Myers, Rich Little. 
 
    	Improvisationalists who can take any line or object and find funny ways to use it: Robin Williams, Jonathan Winters (also a great character comic) and improvisational groups who work off each other (The Second City, Whose Line is it Anyway?).
 
   
 
   Topical comedians, perhaps, have a harder job keeping up with the material they use since it all has to be based on current issues. They may be more likely to hire writers than the other types. 
 
   Study the comedians who perform your type of comedy. How do they capitalize on their style? Why is what they do funny? How important is timing? Do they use a certain type of joke structure?
 
   Also, study your own personality and style. Why do you want to be a comedian? What do you do that’s funny and makes people laugh? What types of jokes or comedy make you laugh most often? Do you have the ability to perform as various funny characters? A comedian must know him or herself before putting together their act.
 
   Getting material
 
   Where do you find funny material? SoYouWanna.com recommends starting by looking inward. “Much of today’s humor is personal, meaning it’s derived from one’s own experience and eccentricities. You’ll have to do a little bit of soul searching.”
 
   The website provides these exercises to delve into your psyche:
 
   Divide a sheet of paper into three columns. In the first, write down things that worry you. In the second, things that make you angry. In the third, things that frighten you.
 
   Make a list of all your negative personality traits. Self-effacing humor is always safe territory because if you laugh at yourself, others will feel comfortable laughing at you, too. If you’re ugly, talk about it! Think of yourself as a safe venue for mocking the ugly, since you’re really just making fun of yourself.
 
   Make a list of things that are unique about yourself, both inner and outer. Do you have freakishly large hands? An unusually high tolerance for alcohol? A phobia of eating in front of people? Or maybe you’re extremely nebbishy-looking and have trouble relating to others. In that case, congratulations! You’re Woody Allen!
 
   As you go through the process of writing all of these lists down, remember to always carry a little notebook with you wherever you go. You never know when you’ll see something funny, and guaranteed that if you tell yourself, “Oh, I’ll remember it later,” that you won’t. Write EVERYTHING down. Even the dumb things. Sometimes bad ideas can lead to good ones.
 
   Joke stealing
 
   Probably the biggest and most violated commandment in writing comedy is, “Thou shalt not steal jokes!” By working off your own personality and life, you can avoid the temptation to pull jokes from the Internet or books or other comedians’ performances. 
 
   Steve Silberberg (author of the aforementioned FAQ) warns about hacks, meaning comedians who steal material (though hack can also refer to overused material). “There’s nothing lower or more reprehensible than someone who steals your material,” he says, “especially if they do it better than you.” 
 
   Sometimes it’s hard to know if material is stolen, he continued. “Most comedians have an uncanny ability to unconsciously store and catalog almost every bit they’ve ever heard. Often, they’ll write a bit, forgetting that they heard something similar four years ago.”
 
   In addition, two comics may write the same joke independently of each other. Usually, you can both continue doing the bit. However, if the other comic gets more air and stage time, you should probably take the high road and let them run with it. Your best defense to theft is to develop your own unique comic persona. The material you use then is unmistakably yours. 
 
   Blue humor
 
    [image: Lenny_Bruce_arrest.jpg]Working blue means using off-color material, four-letter words, bathroom humor and graphic sexuality jokes that could be considered vulgar or in bad taste. Almost all comics use expletives to spice up their monologue, but some stop at that and keep the rest clean. Others construct their whole routine around blue humor. 
 
   In the fifties and sixties, blue was kept mostly under wraps, especially on television. The most open venues were nightclubs, though Lenny Bruce was actually jailed for obscenity in 1964 after a stand-up routine in New York. Cable shows and some live performance venues have now opened the doors wide for blue humorists, such as Eddie Murphy, Richard Pryor and Andrew Dice Clay. At the same time, many mainstream stand-up acts, including those of George Carlin and Dave Chappelle, kept pushing boundaries on material that was considered shocking and poor taste. 
 
   Almost all subjects are fodder for comedy today, be they based on race, religion, sexual preference, age, appearance, intelligence or other non-PC topics. As long as you don’t make it personal to the audience, or especially a particular person in the audience, you can stay in the room (if this humor has been approved ahead of time). Some acts are billed as “clean” or “non-offensive” so people will know what to expect. Comedians hired for corporate events or private events must stay within the parameters given (if they want to get paid). 
 
   Does blue make people laugh? Obviously, or it wouldn’t be used so much. The main thing to consider in using blue humor is your comfort level with it and what your audience wants. While some young crowds might cheer at every gross reference, racist remark or raunchy joke, an older, more staid group might walk out on you. If you’re dying out there and need some shock value to enliven the crowd, you can always throw in some juicy obscenities and a couple of sex jokes. It might work to get the laughs, or at least clean out the audience so you can go home. 
 
   Alternative comedy
 
   Some would consider blue humor to be alternative humor, or anything that breaks from traditional joke-structured routines. 
 
   Alternative comedy is often said to have been born in the United Kingdom in the seventies, including the “stream of consciousness” humor provided by the talented comedians of Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Their sketch humor included a lot of improvisation, one component of alternative comedy. 
 
   Here are some other manifestations of alternative humor discussed previously:
 
    
    	Observational humor: Making humor out of everyday occurrences; laughing at one’s own foibles and weaknesses. 
 
    	Political satire: Making fun of politics and politicians — an easy target that has become popular with comedians such as Bill Maher and Jon Stewart of The Daily Show. 
 
    	Intellectual humor: Making deeper references to an educated or knowledge-able audience who will understand them. Political satire can fit into this genre, as well as humor that makes fun of intellectual subjects, such as the hilarious, rambling depictions of history offered by Eddie Izzard.
 
    	Story-telling and personal narrative: Story-telling has always been part of the comedy mix, but today’s comics might focus in on more personal remembrances. 
 
    	Breaking social taboos: This is blue humor, which we just discussed. 
 
   
 
   Is this a career?
 
   Obviously, you can make a career out of stand-up comedy, whether you are writing or performing or both. Sounds great! That’s gotta be fun, right? Sure it’s fun, but is it easy? In a word, NO! This is a highly competitive career market, full of living room wisecrackers, gagsters and serious writers. 
 
   Can you write for various stand-up comedians? The better question is: can you get paid for writing for various stand-up comedians? Again, the answer is “yes,” but don’t give up your day job just yet. Just like everything else in the entertainment field, this is hard to break into.
 
   For one thing, most stand-up comedians use their own material. The successful stand-ups might buy an occasional joke here or there, but most have a team of writers they depend on. Here are some ideas about comedy writing, and not all of them relate directly to stand-up comedy. However, any of them can help you toward a career in comedy.
 
   Writing for stand-up
 
   Comedian Matt McDonald gives this insight in his blog article “Writing/Selling Comedy Material” on AllExperts.com.  The main market for jokes sales, he says, is for use in monologues by talk show hosts like Leno, Letterman, O’Brien and DeGeneres. 
 
   “And most, if not all, of those shows have a dedicated writing staff. Letterman has a staff of writers who crank out jokes each day.” He continues: “They do take freelance submissions from comics and writers as well; it’s just that the lion’s share of the material is written by staffers. And those staffers are often stand-up comics who have been scouted and hired out of comedy clubs. Others might have been editors for a humor newspaper (many colleges have one) or been established as sitcom writers.”
 
   In other words, you have to be a part of the comedy scene, whether it’s radio, television sitcoms, sketch or improvisational writing/ performing. The more you immerse yourself into the serious business of being funny, the more chance you have to find that “in” with the right people. 
 
   People in the comedy field seem to agree that if you want to write for stand-up, you should actually do stand-up. It’s important to understand what it is like on stage. Go to open mic nights at comedy clubs and other locations, such as bars or coffee shops that have an open microphone night (sometimes these are for musicians, but check them out for comedy as well). Get up and try out some of your best material to get a real audience reaction. Observe the other amateurs to assess their style. These other beginners could be a market for your joke writing, but amateurs can’t pay much.
 
   Comedy classes
 
   Consider taking classes in comedy writing. There is a burgeoning growth, both online and onsite, of educational groups offering such classes as part of a career curriculum. (Please understand that the following examples are not necessarily endorsed by the author, but they give you an idea of what is available.) 
 
   For example, The Second City and Columbia College Chicago have joined forces to create the Comedy Studies program. This one-semester program is taught by comedy experts at The Second City, and college credit is awarded from Columbia College Chicago. 
 
   This is real-time learning. You won’t just go to classes and take copious notes, you will attend shows at a variety of improvisation and comedy venues, network with theater artists, explore Chicago’s theater and arts world and present your work in a showcase. Check your search engine for a class near you.
 
   Many online courses are available. Expert Rating Online, “experts in online training and certification,” offers an Online Humor Writing Courseware which “has been developed by experienced Entertainment Industry Experts.” This is a six-week online course that will reward you with a certificate upon completion. 
 
   Another website called Universaclass.com offers a Humor Writing 101 certification course designed to “give you the best possible advice on how to build a solid foundation for your humor writing future, i.e. a career in writing that lasts!”
 
   Comedy Jobs
 
   Quite a few websites, some of which are connected to a print magazine or newspaper (including college papers), write about comedy, provide humorous articles and jokes, and/or satire real news. Even better, some of them also offer a job openings page. 
 
   For example, Cracked.com has a section called Cracked Comedy Workshop where you can sign up to join contributors and editors tossing around article ideas for feedback. You can also submit videos.
 
   Humor magazine The Onion offers internships and lists job openings on its website.
 
   One of the oldest and still best humor pubs, MAD Magazine, has summer internships available on their editorial staff, where you can participate in brainstorming sessions, work on article conception and help publish an issue. It also has information about freelance and full-time jobs. 
 
   Comedy Sources
 
   Here are some more sources (print and websites) in which you can get insight on the comedy world and offer submissions for humor blogs, articles, cartoons and videos:
 
    
    	Punchline Magazine 
 
    	Shecky Magazine
 
    	Stagetime Magazine
 
    	Comedy Newswire 
 
    	The Darwin Awards 
 
    	Frank
 
    	Fray 
 
    	Funny Times 
 
    	Going Bonkers 
 
    	Humor Times 
 
    	KGB Report 
 
    	Mad 
 
    	Modern Drunkard 
 
    	Monk 
 
    	News of the Weird 
 
    	The Onion 
 
    	Redneck World 
 
    	Santa Cruz Comic News 
 
    	Weekly World News 
 
   
 
   Take advantage of the web
 
   Several joke websites are out there these days to which you can submit jokes. Usually, these don’t pay you anything, but it does get some of your stuff out there for possible feedback. Sites include:
 
    
    	Aha! Jokes.com
 
    	The Comedy Zone
 
    	Laughline.com
 
    	Lots of Jokes
 
   
 
   Join some of the social networking groups, such as Twitter, Facebook and Linkedin to find groups that discuss comedy in its various forms.
 
   Some enterprising jokesters even market themselves with their own websites, such as John McBride (with a client list including Jay Leno, Roseanne Barr and the late Bob Hope, he offers stand-up, roasts and more), and Bill Butler (who offers roasts, toasts, speeches and stand-up with a fast turnaround and reasonable rates).
 
   YouTube
 
   A great way to get you and your comedy in front of people is YouTube, the worldwide video-sharing community. These days, people have access to the Internet and YouTube through their computers, mobile phones, rss feeds, etc. So, when you upload a video of your routine and post it for others to watch, you have a prospective audience of millions. Even the big comedians post videos of their performances to get some extra mileage. 
 
   You can also comment on videos, search for videos and even save them for later viewing. Set up an account and try out a video of yourself. You can send others to see it, and it may get noticed by the right people!
 
   The good news
 
   The good news is there are many ways to enter into that mad, mad, mad, mad world of comedy, and in addition to stand-up, there are other ways to make a living from being funny. However, the bottom line on stand-up comedy is, don’t just write jokes, get up there and sell them to the audience yourself!
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   Cartoons and Gags
 
   If you have a funny but twisted outlook on life or a definite point of view you want to share, then cartoon gags, political/editorial cartoons, comic strips or even comic books (now called graphic novels) and animation might be a good career for you. 
 
   Is this the niche for you?
 
   You don’t have to be a great artist to be a cartoonist. You can write the gags to go with cartoons drawn by an artist, or you can try your hand at doing some simple drawings yourself, which is more lucrative. 
 
   The cartoon/comic strip business isn’t easy to break into, but might be easier than some other forms of comedy. Just think of the bucks you can get as an über-cartoonist like the late Charles Schulz of Peanuts fame. Forbes magazine estimated that in 1987-88 Schulz had an income of $62 million, making him one of the richest entertainers in the country. 
 
   In addition to massive syndication in papers across the nation, Peanuts was such a knockout success it spawned additional income from other items, such as greeting cards, clothing, decals/ bumper stickers, toys, games, puppets, coloring books, school supplies and the pièce de résistance: Bobblehead dolls. 
 
   Additionally, Peanuts characters became television stars when their first special, A Charlie Brown Christmas, premier-ed in 1965. Other specials, It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown and Charlie Brown Thanksgiving, came along later, and all have been annual holiday favorites over the years.
 
   On top of all that, the musical comedy You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown, premiered off-Broadway in 1967 and went on to Broadway in 1971. The lesser-known sequel, Snoopy!!! The Musical opened off-Broadway in 1982. (Another spectacular Broadway musical based on a comic strip was Annie, based on Little Orphan Annie.)
 
   Wow! That’s the way to turn a profit! Of course, most cartoonists are not that spectacularly successful, but the potential for a breakout hit is always there.
 
   Another great thing about cartoons and comics is that good ones tend to stick around. Collections from various time periods are a reflection on the attitudes of the times. Successful cartoonists, such as Hank Ketchum (Dennis the Menace), Scott Adams (Dilbert), Cathy Guisewite (Cathy) and Bill Watterson (Calvin and Hobbes), just to name a few,  have books of single and sequential comics.
 
   How do you start?
 
   We’ve established cartooning can be a highly profitable career, but how do you break into it? 
 
   Drawing
 
   First off, let’s address the issue of art. Yes, you can avoid the art side all together and just submit gags to other cartoonists, where you would probably get 25-30 percent of the sale of the cartoon. Or, you could partner with an artist for all your work. However, if you create both the art and the gag, you definitely have a better chance at making a living at this. 
 
   If you don’t feel comfortable drawing, Chris Browne, author of the comic strip Hagar the Horrible, recommends you should learn the basics. “In addition to reading books on the subject, it’s a good idea to take a drawing class,” he said. If you go on the Internet, you can find drawing and cartoon classes online and onsite in a variety of locations. Some are full degreed courses and others are self-help types. 
 
   Additionally, while cartoonists still use pen and ink drawings for most cartoons, you can use today’s computer technology to create your art as well. Software and websites can help you draw cartoons easily. ToonDoo, Toonworks Deluxe, Pixia (similar to Japanese cartoon art or Manga) and Sketch Studio are just some examples of easy drawing software for cartoons. 
 
   Developing
 
   After polishing up your drawing skills, you can develop your cartoons. As we have mentioned, you could go in several directions, such as a single panel gag cartoon, comic strip or comic book. The gag cartoon might be the easiest to start with since it involves only one idea and caption that you can easily send in to magazines and newspapers. 
 
   A comic strip is much more involved. You must create your characters and concept and produce the strip daily or weekly. Browne said, “Charles Schulz advised me once not to fall in love with a cute idea; the writing should come out of the character, not the other way around. Fill your sketchbooks with drawings of your characters. Don’t tell them what to do; ask them what they want to do.”
 
   Some comic strips involve new ideas every day and are known as gag-a-day strips (e.g., Blondie, Pearls Before Swine). Others are written (sometimes) in a continuous storyline that stretches out for a week or more (e.g., Dilbert, Cathy, etc.). 
 
   Another suggestion is to start your own morgue (no, not dead people, but collections of pictures, cartoons, funny remarks, jokes and sketches). Organize your collections so you can find things easily (cartoons go in File A, good jokes go in File B, etc.). Whenever you need fresh material, you can dig into your morgue to galvanize some creative brainstorming that will lead to a great combination of art and humor — or it may inspire you to come up with something completely new with just a hint from something else. 
 
   Writing gags for one-panel or multi-panel cartoons is a lot like writing jokes. In fact, you can use some of the same formulas, such as play on words, reversal, anticipation and surprise (see Joke Structure in Chapter 3). 
 
   The only difference is you also want the gag to have possibilities for visual humor as well. For example, the one-panel cartoon (created with special effects on actual photo), was developed from a joke by Robin Williams’ title character in the television show Mork and Mindy. 
 
   Political issues/cartoons
 
   When you turn to your newspaper’s Opinion-Editorial (Op-Ed) page, you usually see an editorial cartoon based on some current issue. If you feel strongly about various issues, consider developing some of these. Your morgue may not be as good a resource in the long run, of course, since you’d be recording news of the day that will lose relevance over time.
 
   Just remember, that what’s funny in 2009 won’t be funny in 2012. Also, a funny cartoon in the Chicago Tribune may not be as humorous if it’s exported to the Los Angeles Times because many times these issues cartoons are based on local happenings, such as city council snafus, sports team foul-ups and local elections.
 
   Editorial cartoons are important to a print publication because they can make a point, reflecting the paper’s political slant, in one concise panel. Not all editorial/political cartoons are funny or even mildly amusing, but they all provide a point of view. Sometimes the art is enough even without a caption — it’s the idea you’re selling. 
 
   Doonesbury came into being in 1970 as a different animal: a complete comic strip about issues of the day. It began appearing in papers in 1970, and in many publications it was moved to the editorial page because of its liberal content. As the writer Garry Trudeau ages, so does his sharp-edge when it comes to current issues. That, coupled with a more liberal outlook on censorship, have allowed most papers to move Doonesbury back to the Sunday comic pages. 
 
   Cartoons can take on issues that writers may be reluctant to touch. For example, an editorial cartoon was the first to use the term “McCarthy-ism,” when U.S. Senator Joseph McCarthy made accusations of people having communist leanings without regard for evidence during the Red Scare from the late forties to late fifties. 
 
   Political cartoons are a great way to catalog history, and they are avidly collected into books. You could have your cartoon viewed into perpetuity! Or, at least for one or two years.
 
   Satirical cartoons don’t have to deal with politics. The business world is always a great target as well. Consider Dilbert, authored by Scott Adams, about the hapless tech engineer who has to deal with all sorts of idiotic manage-ment policies and boss stupidity. Adams finds he gets more positive reader feedback when the economy is bad and workers are reacting to management actions in reorganizing and downsizing employees.
 
   Submitting work
 
   Okay, so now you’re a cartoonist (or some semblance thereof). What’s next? Browne recommends you try a low-stress start with submitting cartoons to a magazine — syndicated strips or comic books come with heavy deadline pressure. “I tried selling cartoons right out of my sketchbooks to National Lampoon [and] to my amazement, the Lampoon paid pretty well and the editors and art directors were very nice people, easy to talk to,” Browne noted.
 
   The rule on submitting your work is to know the publication before you send it to them. Be sure you understand who the readership is, and confirm that the publications accept sub-missions. Don’t send funny cat cartoons to the Wall Street Journal and don’t send stock market funnies to Cat Fancy. 
 
   In addition, political humor must be topical. In other words, a cartoon based on the presidential election won’t be funny when the election is over. Issues change quickly, so submission becomes a game of speed and chance, trying to hit the editorial pages before the issue is old news.
 
   To get a step up on this career, you might consider some networking through trade shows and associations like the National Cartoonists Society. 
 
   Art directors
 
   “If you have an opportunity to meet with an art director in person to show your work, DO IT,” Browne stresses. However, he cautions, when you do meet with a magazine’s art director or publisher, be sure to only show them your best work and examples of what you can do for their particular publication. Again, just as in anything in entertainment, you are working for a targeted audience. 
 
   Make a phone call (or research online) to get the name of the art director or the person who buys the cartoons. Keep copies of everything you send out, Browne warns, or better yet, send them the copies and keep the originals for yourself. 
 
   Submission guidelines
 
   Most publications or syndicates provide detailed guidelines for submitting work. Be sure to find these guidelines on their website or in a book such as The Artist and Graphic Designer’s Market, before sending in anything. Here is an example of submission guidelines, provided by Creators Syndicate:
 
   SUBMISSION FORMAT FOR COMIC 
STRIPS AND CARTOONS
 
   If you have a cartoon or comic strip you would like us to consider, we will need to see at least four (4) weeks of samples, but not more than six (6) weeks of dailies and two Sundays. If you are submitting a comic strip, you should include a note about the characters in it and how they relate to each other.
 
   As a general rule, drawings are most easily reproduced if clearly drawn in black ink on white paper, with shading executed in ink wash or Benday® or other dot-transfer. However, we welcome any creative approach in a new comic strip or cartoon idea. Your name(s) and the title of the comic or cartoon should appear on every piece of artwork. If you are already syndicated elsewhere, or if someone else owns the copyright to the work, please indicate this.
 
   Sizes of submissions vary. Most newspapers have a standard size to which they reduce work, and most syndicates circulate the work in a particular size and format. It’s easiest for mailing and processing if the artwork is about standard sheet-sized (8 1/2 x 14 inches), six daily strips to a page, in the order in which they should appear. The page size, however, is not firm. Work in the size and format you are most comfortable with. But please remember, as we cannot accept responsibility for originals, work in a size you can photocopy easily and accurately. 
 
   Please address work to: 
 
   EDITORIAL REVIEW BOARD – COMICS
 
   Creators Syndicate
 
   5777 West Century Blvd. Suite 700
 
   Los Angeles, CA 90045
 
   If you use snail mail, always send your work with a SELF ADDRESSED STAMPED ENVELOPE (SASE) if you ever want to see it again or get any feedback. Many cartoonists today submit cartoons as electronic files, by email or by posting them on a private web page for review (which is preferable to some editors who don’t like to open attachments due to the risk of viruses). 
 
   Snail mail is probably not the best idea for timely issues cartoons – send those by email directly to the editorial page of the newspaper (or other publications).
 
   Syndicates 
 
   Syndicates are a major market for cartoonists, and can enlarge your audience from one publication to hundreds. There are many cartoon syndicators (which can be found with an Internet search), but these are the primary newspaper syndicate publishers:
 
   Creators Syndicate (B.C., Wizard of ID)
 
   King Features Syndicate (Hagar, Zits)
 
   Tribune Media Services (Lola, Dick Tracy)
 
   United Media (Peanuts, Dilbert)
 
   Universal Press Syndicate (Foxtrot, Doonesbury)
 
   Washington Post Writers Group (Opus)
 
   Self-syndication 
 
   You can also consider self-syndication, which means distributing your cartoons somewhat like press releases to print pubs you think might be interested. Obviously, these submissions cannot be exclusive to any publication (since you are sending them to a bunch), and they must address a general issue (e.g., parenting/families, pets, health, technology), so be sure to price your work accordingly. Start with your local and regional newspapers and magazines to get your feet wet. You might then consider sending to a national list. Where do you find a list of publications? Where else? The Internet. 
 
   Other ways to submit
 
   A few publications interested in cartoon submissions include Mad, The New Yorker (distinct style), Reader’s Di-gest, Playboy, Wall Street Journal and many more. Don’t forget the trade and special interest pubs that specialize in hobbies, sports, pets, etc. If you have a canine as your protagonist, perhaps something like Dog Fancy would be worth pursuing. Perhaps you have an auto mechanic as your central character. Look into submitting to Popular Mechanics.
 
   You can also try various local newspapers that may not be connected with any syndicates (especially for localized issues cartoons). Getting your cartoon published in the Hayseed Herald might be your first step to megabucks!
 
   There are several subscription websites that can help you sell your work. Examples include Cartoon World and Cartoon Crossroads, which also publishes the Directory of Cartoonists and Gagwriters. Here’s a sampling of a list of opportunities you’ll receive when you subscribe to Cartoon Crossroads:
 
   A magazine about movies and entertainment that pays $50 on publication for single-panel gag cartoons.
 
   A publisher who puts out three magazines a month for auto body repairmen is looking for cartoons and will pay up to $50, receivable on publication. 
 
   A monthly motorcycle magazine has a circulation of 45,000 and pays up to $75 for cartoons.
 
   Note that these are all trade/special interest magazines — definitely a good market for cartoonists.
 
   Another resource offered on Cartoon Crossroads is a regular subscription newsletter called The Gag Recap, which contains brief summaries of all the cartoons in over 50 publications in North America. The newsletter publishes names and addresses of editors, the money they offer and summaries of the cartoons they’ve published. 
 
   For help on political cartoons, visit Daryl Cagle’s Political Cartoonists Index; the Cartoon Archives at the Chicago Tribune and the Washington Post Archives. Other local papers have similar indexes you can check online. 
 
   Will this work for you?
 
   If you want a career in comedy, you might want to think past the stand-up route that involves travel, heckling and starving, and go straight into comics and cartoons. Done right, with the usual blood, sweat and tears, you can make some decent, regular income — and enjoy it at the same time. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Comedy of Scott Adams 
 
    [image: C:\Users\cat\Documents\New folder\MC900065312.WMF] 
 
   Comic strip 
 
    [image: Scott_Adams.jpg]Scott Adams, the successful author of the Dilbert comic strip and several comic compilation books (and he also owns a food company), actually was Dilbert at one time. In working with telecommunications engineers as a software developer in the eighties and nineties, he had plenty of inspiration for his hapless character, who is at the mercy of corporate American policies and politics as well as management dunderheads. 
 
   Adams was interested in cartooning            as a child, entering several contests  which he didn’t win. Even after he started the strip in 1989, he kept his day job at Pacific Bell for eight years to continue to get good material and for income security. White-collared workers embraced Dilbert, the sarcastic software engineer dealing with evil consultants (Catbert), annoying co-workers and incredibly stupid managers from his office cubicle. 
 
   Now his strip is syndicated in more than 2,000 newspapers worldwide in 65 countries and 25 languages. Dilbert is immortalized on T-shirts, calendars, office supplies, dolls and more; and he has a string of books in which his satiric attitude toward business is obvious in titles such as: When Did Ignorance Become a Point
 
    of View?, Random Acts of Management, Fugitive from the Cubicle Police and Seven Years of Highly Defective People. 
 
   In an interview with The Celebrity Café.com, Adams said he is often asked for his opinion on serious subjects such as the economy and technology. “It’s funny that anybody would listen to anything I have to say,” he commented. “Afterwards I often laugh and say, ‘Why the hell am I answering that question?’” His theory is it’s because he wears glasses, but we know the guy behind Dilbert must know something!
 
   Of course, Adams isn’t afraid of getting something wrong. “Creativity,” he says, “is allowing yourself to make mistakes. Art is knowing which ones to keep.” He uses his razor-sharp observations to ensure we all see the inanities in corporate-speak and management bullshit. Some examples:
 
   “Give a man a fish, and you’ll feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish, and he’ll buy a funny hat. Talk to a hungry man about fish, and you’re a consultant.”
 
   “Dance like it hurts,
 
   Love like you need money,
 
   Work when people are watching.”
 
   “No matter how smart you are, you spend most of your day being an idiot.”
 
   “Normal people... believe that if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Engineers believe that if it ain’t broke, it doesn’t have enough features yet.”
 
   “Consultants have credibility because they are not dumb enough to work at your company.”
 
   “I get mail; therefore I am.”
 
   “Remind people that profit is the difference between revenue and expense. This makes you look smart.”
 
   “We must develop knowledge optimization initiatives to leverage our key learnings.”
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   Sketches for Radio and Television
 
   Some “sketchy” history
 
   The idea of a sketch is to find a joke or a story that can be acted out for laughs, preferably in front of a live audience. Sketch comedy as we know it today has been around since effervescent vaudeville and bawdy burlesque. Al-though, you could say it goes back to any short comic stage play ever done considering vaudeville was an extension of theatre, circus acts, medicine shows and the raunchy saloon entertainment of the 1800s.
 
    [image: Burns_allen_1952.JPG]Vaudevillian entertainers migrated to radio in the early thirties as the new medium took hold during the Great Depression.        Between the economy and the war efforts, radio became a funny and calming staple of most Americans. Early skit comedy came from regular story shows as Fibber McGee and Molly, Amos ‘n Andy and Our Miss Brooks. However, the stars that got their own shows, such as Jack Benny, Fred Allen, Burns and Allen, etc., made short plays or sketches part of their variety repertoire.
 
   British sketch groups also became popular during radio’s Golden Age, with shows like ITMA (“It’s That Man Again” – referring to Adolf Hitler), which ran from 1939 to 1949 with a lot of the action taking place in a wartime bureaucracy called the “Office of Twerps.” After the war, more shows appeared, including Round the Horne, Hancock’s Half Hour and ISLRTA (“I’m Sorry Let Me Read That Again”).
 
   One iconic BBC radio show of the fifties was The Goon Show, with creators Spike Milligan, Peter Sellers and Harry Secombe. According to Milligan, it was conceived “as a means of lampooning everything ridiculous about modern living.” With bizarre storylines, catchphrases, puns and sound effects, the group is said to have changed the face of British comedy and still has a loyal following today through albums of its radio recordings. 
 
   Cast members of the immensely popular Monty Python’s Flying Circus, the irreverent and groundbreaking television program that ran from 1969 to 1974 (and spun off into musicals, films, records, books and more), say their show was influenced by The Goon Show and Spike Milligan’s later television show Q.
 
   U.S. radio comedy in the thirties through the fifties and early sixties was sponsored by corporations who had their name/brand attached to the title, such as The American Tobacco Company-Lucky Strike Jack Benny Program. Sketch content usually referred to the sponsor in sections of the sketches, as you can see in this script excerpt from a 1945 show. Jack is playing a newspaper editor and Don Wilson, a frantic reader:
 
   JACK: Yes?
 
   DON: (UPSET) I’m sorry I had to break in like this, but this is an emergency.
 
   JACK: What is it?
 
   DON: I’d like to run an ad in your lost and found column.
 
   JACK: I’ll take it. What did you lose?
 
   DON: A diamond-studded cigarette case.
 
   JACK: A diamond-studded cigarette case! Any initials on it?
 
   DON: Yes, LSMFT. [“Lucky Strike Means Fine Tobacco” was the ad slogan in the ‘50s and ‘60s.]
 
   JACK: I see.
 
   DON: And I’ll give a fifty-dollar reward to the finder.
 
   JACK: Well, I don’t blame you, for a diamond-studded cigarette case.
 
   DON: No, no, the finder can keep the case.
 
   JACK: What? Can keep the case?
 
   Don: I just want those cigarettes – they’re so round, so firm, so fully packed, so free and easy on the draw.
 
   JACK: Oh they’re Lucky Strikes! Well, I don’t blame you, bud. I’ll rip out the front page for this!
 
   Single sponsors continued underwriting some shows as they transitioned from radio to television in the fifties. For example, one version of Milton Berle’s comedy/variety show was known as The Texaco Star Theater.
 
    [image: Freeman_Gosden_Charles_Correll_Amos_n_Andy.JPG]Political correctness hadn’t been introduced into the entertainment world during radio’s Golden Age. The most highly rated sitcom in radio history was Amos ‘n’ Andy, in which African-American characters were played by white actors using a “Negro dialect” from 1928 to 1948 on NBC. It then migrated to television on CBS from 1951 to 1953. However, in this visual media, the main characters were played by black actors. Even so, the TV show only lasted a couple of years before being canceled because of outcry from the black community.
 
   Other radio shows based on ethnic groups were The Goldbergs and Life with Luigi in which actors performed their sketches with thick immigrant accents and malapropisms. As these and more shows transitioned to the visual medium of television, more attention was given to providing more respectful ethnic humor. 
 
   Sketches became an integral part of television variety shows such as Your Show of Shows (with Sid Caesar), and programs hosted by Andy Williams, Garry Moore, Jack Benny, Jackie Gleason, Perry Como and Red Skelton. The BBC in Britain hosted several such shows as well, such as the very popular The Benny Hill Show. 
 
   The Carol Burnett Show premiered in 1967 and became a long-term success with skits, songs and other variety acts.
 
   Her show had a special team of actors that included Harvey Korman, Vicki Lawrence, Tim Conway and Lyle Waggoner. The team played in one-off and series sketches including The Family, As the Stomach Turns and Mr. Tudball, as well as take-offs on classic movies and a great three-part movie parody entitled Went With the Wind.
 
   The same year, another show came on board that became somewhat contentious: The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour. When the popular show started critically satirizing the Johnson Administration and the Vietnam war in sketches and monologues created by writers Steve Martin, Rob Reiner and Mason Williams, CBS began censoring the more controversial material and ultimately canceled the show in its fourth season.
 
   The number of comedy/variety shows continually decreased through the sixties and seventies, with some occasional successes, such as The Dean Martin Show, The Flip Wilson Show, The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour, and the fast-paced Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In. And, let’s not forget the long-running, syndicated Hee-[image: Buck_Owens_Lisa_Todd_Roy_Clark_Hee_Haw_1970.JPG]Haw! 
 
   Night-time interview shows provided some sketch humor, such as Johnny Carson’s The Tonight Show, Late Night with David Letterman, The Arsenio Hall Show, The Late, Late Show with Steve Allen, as well as hosted afternoon shows such as The Dick Cavett Show (various versions appeared in the afternoon and night), The Michael Douglas Show and The Merv Griffin Show. Most of these shows were aired in non-prime-time timeslots.
 
   Probably the best-known comedy and variety show that featured sketch humor was (and is) Saturday Night Live (SNL), which premiered in 1975 and has survived as the longest running show of its ilk. It has become an incubator of comedy talent such as Dan Aykroyd, Eddie Murphy, Billy Crystal and dozens more. 
 
   Others, including several SNL alumni, have tried and failed to duplicate the success of this program. Some of the other long-running sketch shows were MadTV (1995 to 2009); In Living Color, which ran five years (1990 to 1994) and spawned successful comedians such as Jim Carrey, Jamie Foxx and the popular Wayans brothers; and [Dave] Chappelle’s Show, which lasted only three seasons, providing African- American skits and comedy. HBO experimented with two sketch shows in the 1990’s: “Hardcore TV,” and later “Mr. Show with Bob and David. “Mr. Show ran for four seasons (1995-1998) and was the launching point for comedians David Cross and Bob Odenkirk, as well as Spongebob’s Tom Kenny, and even comedian Jack Black.
 
   While sketch comedy is still around, comedy writers from the sixties to the present time have largely embraced television situation comedies (sitcoms), which are basically half-hour sketches using a regular cast and storyline. SNL remains the only comedy/variety sketch show on traditional broadcast TV, with the occasional exception of some daytime and late-night programs.
 
    [image: Jon_Stewart_at_Cabaret_2008_benefit  by Rubenstien.jpg]Cable shows, such as The Daily Show With Jon Stewart, The Colbert Report and Reno 911!, on the Comedy Central Channel, started hitting screens in the nineties, providing new sketch comedy opportunities. And, as we’ve seen vaudeville transition to radio, then to television, then to cable, we now can look to the Internet as the newest medium for sketch comedy. Some sites offer original skits and comedy, while others provide videos and such from other comedy sources. Some of the Internet’s comedy sites include Atom Comedy, Hulu, National Lampoon, Funny or Die and My Damn Channel. 
 
   Political correctness 
 
   As sketch humor has evolved, we’ve seen varying levels of politically correct (PC) humor. The civil rights legislation, women’s liberation, Americans with Disabilities Act, and other such movements, have changed the standards of what is considered good taste when speaking about minority groups. As previously mentioned, Amos ‘n Andy (about two African-American characters voiced by white men) stayed on the radio for two decades, but lasted only two years (1951 to 1953) on television.
 
   We can all agree that the PC definitions have helped us become more broadminded and tolerant of others (or at least speak like we are). But some people today would say that maybe we’ve taken it a bit too far. Texas A&M University, which hosts an annual competition for the most appropriate definition of a contemporary term, gave the trophy for “political correctness” to this: 
 
   “Political Correctness is a doctrine, fostered by a delusional, illogical minority, and rabidly promoted by an unscrupulous mainstream media, which holds forth the proposition that it is entirely possible to pick up a turd by the clean end.” 
 
   Well, okay, that may be a bit strong, but it does convey the growing irritation with what is and isn’t PC. Why would people want to be politically incorrect? Sometimes because it can bring in more laughs. As we have seen, people love to laugh at the misfortunes of others. The German language even has its own word for this – Schadenfreude.
 
   Just think of how many jokes are at the expense of others. For example, Aggie jokes, blonde jokes, Polish jokes, etc. Exaggeration is used in which you take a characteristic of the target group that may have an element of truth (or not) and blow it out of proportion. Mother-in-law jokes, lawyer jokes, politician jokes, these can all have their place, but it’s critical that you know who your audience is before you try them. 
 
   A comprehensive list of today’s PC terms could make for a great comedy sketch in its own right. In addition to racial terms, such as African-American, Native American, Asian and Hispanic, and disability euphemisms, such as vision impaired, hearing and speech impaired, we also can go to ChangingMinds.org to find more PC terms:
 
    
    	Midget: vertically challenged 
 
    	Fat: horizontally challenged 
 
    	Bald: follicularly challenged 
 
    	Perverted: sexually dysfunctional 
 
    	Body odor: nondiscretionary fragrance 
 
    	Dishonest: ethically disoriented 
 
    	Wrong: differently logical
 
    	Dead: living impaired or metabolically challenged
 
   
 
   The freedom of the Internet, with sites appealing to every possible demographic, has definitely opened the floodgates to non-PC humor. It will be interesting to see how the PC strictures evolve in the future. 
 
   How do you write sketch comedy?
 
   Sketches obviously include jokes, but they require much more. They employ character, setting and/or situation to create a funny short play. The primary goal is to find a scenario that will grow into a hilarious sketch. 
 
   Brian Luff, a TV producer/director and performer from London, wrote a terrific article, How to Write the Best Comedy Sketches, that had these tips: 
 
   Watch other comedy sketches. These days, the Internet has videos galore of some of the funniest sketches written. Others can be found in books or tapes. Watch the masters, he says. “Doing this will help to teach you what is funny, but more importantly it will teach you what has been done before.”
 
   Do some critical thinking and take notes when you watch comedy sketches. What made you laugh? Why? Was it something visual, word usage, a reminder of something in your life? “Start to watch comedy in a different way,” Luff suggests. “Take it apart and put it back together again. You’ll soon start to notice that the same tricks are applied again and again and again.”
 
   Find a group to work with. Sketch writing is best done in groups so you can bounce ideas off the people around you. Don’t work in isolation. If possible, sit down in a room with about six people and brainstorm ideas, write down everything and sift through it later for the best ideas. Many sketch shows and sitcoms use 10 or more writers. 
 
   Research ideas. According to Luff, “the best place to go looking for ideas for sketches is in big reference books such as Halliwell’s Film Guide. A book like this lists thousands and thousands of movie titles and plotlines. Stick a pin in it, read a description of the film and see if it sparks any funny ideas.” (Another source among many in books and on websites is the American Film Institute Desk Reference: The Complete Guide to Everything You Need to Know about the Movies.)
 
   Think of genres you can spoof: a western, sci-fi, romance, war film, musical, documentary or soap opera. These days, the plethora of TV reality shows can provide great spoof material. 
 
   To get started, Luff gives this advice:
 
   “Never sit down in front of a blank sheet of paper. You’ll never think of a damned thing.” He suggests you carry a notebook around with you for about a week and write down anything that seems funny. Then, pick you best ideas and think of titles for them.
 
   Write the titles at the top of three separate pages, and write down everything you can think of connected to each of the three subjects: lists of words, connections and related subjects. When all three pages are full, pick the one that seems to have the best comic potential and put it on the top of the pile. You are now going to start writing your first sketch.
 
   Luff provides these guidelines:
 
    
    	Choose a setting. Avoid common set-ups like doctor’s offices or “Man Goes into a Shop.” Think ORIGINAL. Set the sketch in only ONE location. 
 
    	Don’t make the sketch too long. Two minutes is a good length to start with. 
 
    	Don’t use expensive props. If you’re trying to sell your material to TV, don’t put in anything too expensive like a helicopter. Most TV shows are on a tight budget. 
 
    	Don’t write for a cast of thousands. Three characters are more than enough for a two-minute sketch. 
 
    	Work out loud. Say the lines as you write them. You need to hear what the material sounds like. 
 
    	Think about what is happening visually. Describe the physical action in detail. What are the characters wearing? What do they look like? What are their names? Don’t just call your characters First Man and Second Man. Being more descriptive will help to bring the characters to life in your mind. 
 
   
 
   Types of sketches
 
   The following examples are a few tried and tested comedy formats for sketches.
 
    
    	Escalation: Funny idea starts small and gets bigger and bigger, ending in chaos of ridiculous proportions. (Think of the people cramming into the ship’s stateroom in the Marx Brothers’ A Night at the Opera.)
 
    	Lists: Sketches in which the bulk of the dialogue is a long list of funny items. 
 
    	Mad Man, Sane Man: This format speaks for itself, but don’t go for obvious settings. 
 
    	Dangerous Situations: For example, a sketch set on the flight deck of an aircraft carrier (or better yet, how about the Captain’s personal quarters on a submarine under attack — a significant reduction in production costs).
 
    	Funny Words: Sketches that use the sound of language itself to be funny. For example, use of the words “blobby” or “wobble” (e.g., Mr. Bean). 
 
    	Old and New: Getting a laugh from putting something modern in an historical setting (or vice versa). Like Sir Walter Raleigh using a cigarette lighter or George Washington using a chainsaw on that cherry tree. 
 
    	Big and Small: Getting humor from large differences in scale. For example, a mouse trying to make love to an elephant, or vice versa.
 
   
 
   Other themes could include:
 
   Funny central character (who may be used in recurring skits), e.g., Church Lady on SNL or Mama in Carol Burnett’s The Family).
 
   Visual and language humor, e.g., The Coneheads on SNL.
 
   Catch phrases that can link a series of sketches. Think of all the great lines we’ve adapted into our vernacular from comedy sketches, especially from SNL and Laugh-In: 
 
    
    	We’re two wild and crazy guys (Steve Martin and Dan Ackroyd on SNL) 
 
    	Here comes the judge (Flip Wilson on his show and Laugh-In) 
 
    	Isn’t that special? (Church Lady — Dana Carvey on SNL)
 
    	You look Mahvelous! (Billy Crystal on SNL)
 
    	Verrrrry interesting! (Arte Johnson, Laugh-In)
 
    	The Flying Fickle Finger of Fate (Rowan & Martin, Laugh-In)
 
    	Oh!... Never Mind! (Emily Litella — Gilda Radnor on SNL’s Weekend Update)
 
   
 
   Improvisation
 
   A creative and entertaining version of a sketch is where the players ad-lib based on a concept. Whose Line is it Anyway?, an improvisation comedy show which ran on ABC from 1998 to 2006, featured a team of four comedians asked to act out various scenarios. Hosted by Drew Carey, cast members included Greg Proops (regular guest player), Wayne Brady, Colin Mochrie and Ryan Stiles. 
 
   Obviously, writing for an improvisational show is different than for traditional sketches. For the most part, you are providing set-up situations, funny characters, interesting props, and letting the players take it from there. Following is an episode summary that provides some of Whose Line regular set-ups, typically called a structure:
 
    
    	Superheroes: Solving the worldwide crisis of no beer, starring Greg as Super Bum, Ryan as Rodeo Boy, Colin as Captain Nosy and Wayne as Captain Totally Made of Springs.
 
    	Sound Effects: Colin is a monk who escapes from his monastery for a night on the town. Ryan provides his noises.
 
    	Props: In two groups of two, team competes to show the most creative ways to use various props. 
 
    	Hey You Down There: Greg narrates a 1950’s public information film about preparing for a nuclear attack with Ryan and Colin acting it out.
 
    	Daytime Talk Show where the discussion topic is “Hey, Diddle Diddle.” Guests are Professor Phillips of the Phillips Observatory and Filly Felroid, who worked to get the cow to jump over the moon.
 
    	Interaction with audience members: Wayne as Dr. RambaShahlabahugodomestuibe and the mother of the little boy who laughed.
 
    	Scene to rap: All four rap a scene set at a school.
 
   
 
   A great place to research improvisational sketch ideas by checking out the complete summaries of Whose Line Is It Anyway shows in their episode guide.
 
   Improvisation writers and players (many times the same people) must be highly creative. It also helps if they do some “warm up exercises” to get the juices flowing, such as these offered at LearningImprov.com: 
 
   Exercise #1: Advance or Expand
 
   Start a scene such as arriving at a camping spot.
 
   Someone off-stage yells “Advance!” Players continue acting out setting up camp, adding information about who their characters are, why they are there and where they are.
 
   Someone yells “Expand!” Players don’t advance the storyline now, but rather focus on the environment in which they are at the time. For example, if the person is setting up the tent, the tent and every detail of it from opening flap zipper to loose canvas grommet is explored.
 
   Goal: To understand the concept of advancing the storyline versus expanding on one item. 
 
   Exercise #2: Conducted story
 
   In a conducted story exercise, one person starts a story and then, without warning, hands it off to the next player, who seamlessly takes up the storyline with no pause and moves on. They then stop suddenly and pass it off to the next player. For instance, player A starts, “Benny was a regular guy but he had some funny mannerisms. For example, he loved to...”
 
   Player B immediately jumps in with “start fires in the ladies locker rooms. He would take some towels and a can of gas... “
 
   Player C leaps in with “that he hid behind the main towel hamper. But, instead of pouring the gas on the towels, Benny had some other steps to his scheme, like...”  And so on. As you can see, this could go anywhere. 
 
   Goal: Help players work off each other.
 
   Exercise #3: Elevator
 
   The players each get onto an elevator at different floors. Each character uses the step of getting on the elevator as a vehicle for demonstrating their characteristics. Without speaking, the character should be clearly defined by how they move, how they push the call button, their facial expressions and what noises they make. 
 
   For example, the first one could be a dimwit who walks in with hesitation, studies everyone in the elevator, stares at the floor buttons far too long before finally pushing one – then quickly realizes he/she hit the wrong button and hits another one (this could go on and on). 
 
   The next character to enter the elevator could make a choice that compliments the dimwit. Like a haughty Mensa member who enters reading a document, glimpses up at the elevator’s occupants with a look of contempt. Looks down at the document again. Moves over to the floor buttons and acts disgusted that so many buttons have been pushed. He/she looks at everyone in disdain again and goes back to the document. 
 
   Another character could come in as an overconfident buffoon, and another as a nervous Nelly. These characters all interact as they see fit, always within the confines of an elevator and the eventual need to exit. 
 
   To add to the exercise, have the elevator break down and see how all the characters react to it. 
 
   Goal: To practice playing a certain character in a group of characters.
 
   How do you sell your sketches?
 
   Let’s say you have finished the all-time greatest, laugh-out-loud funniest, I-can’t-believe-it’s-not-butter comedy sketch. How do you convince someone to use it — and, better yet, to pay for it? Although everyone would love a sketch of theirs performed on Saturday Night Live, that is the top of the pinnacle where you definitely have to know someone on the inside. Start at the bottom and work up. 
 
   Find the comedy clubs in your area and check them out. See what kind of material is being used and whether they offer any sketch comedy. [For example, Toronto has the Sketch Comedy Lounge with open stage one day a week for new groups. The Fizz Bar and Grill in Chicago offers regular sketch humor (centered around the city’s popular pastime of drinking) that includes a lot of audience participation.]
 
   Find an established improv or comedy group, or start your own group and work on your material to sell it to a comedy club. When you’re starting out, you may need to be both writer and player to really learn the ropes and make progress to regional and national venues.
 
   Scope out both television and radio sketch shows to see the type of material they use. Usually, they will have a contact number online to submit a script or set up a meeting. Americans should also consider checking across the pond. The United Kingdom was the forerunner in both radio and TV sketch comedy, and continues to excel today.
 
   Tune in to Comedy Central and other comedy channels offered through your cable provider. See what sketch humor is used here and the type of format they use.
 
   Check out all the websites that discuss current or former sketch comedy shows to see what type of sketches they prefer. [Check out The PIT Forum (the People’s Improv Theater, based in New York) for possible sketch-writing requests from various groups.] Some of these websites have a place to submit your own sketch to see if anyone wants to use it.
 
   Explore the sketch festivals. Yes, this form of comedy celebrates through annual festivals around the country. Do an Internet search to find one near you. You can be a contestant sketch writer/ player or just go to drink in the creativity (and maybe some beer) and do some serious networking. 
 
   Start your own website, just as some entrepreneurial comedians do, describing what kind of material you can produce and in what venues it can be used. 
 
   Should I do this?
 
   Sketch comedy actually feeds into all other types of comedy because it’s based on jokes, structure, storyline, audio/visual humor and performance in front of an audience. Because of their success in writing and acting in funny stuff, comedians from sketch shows like Steve Martin, John Candy, Jim Carrey and Billy Crystal are often cast on television sitcoms and in feature film comedies. Sketch writing is a great way to find and use your creativity, explore a possible career path and have some fun at the same time!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Comedy of Carol Burnett 
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   Sketches 
 
   Carol Burnett is more than a triple threat. Yes, she can sing, dance and act — but she can also make you fall down laughing during one of her comedy skits. She made her mark in the world of comedy through Broadway, movies and — above all — television, carrying her charwoman mop and tugging her ear lobe.
 
    [image: Carol_Burnett_Madeline_Kahn_Eunice_Carol_Burnett_Show.JPG]The Texas native’s alcoholic parents left her at an early age with her grandmother in Hollywood. According to Burnett, she was a pistol even then, with an imaginary twin sister named Karen. She and the “twin” would change places with different clothes, coming in the front door while the other slipped out on the fire escape. “Then,” she said, “I became exhausted and Karen mysteriously vanished.”
 
   Burnett got into acting and show business by accident, having planned to be a journalist and/or playwright. But, she found she had to take an acting course to get into the writing program. The first time she made an audience laugh, she was hooked. She found some early sponsors who helped her move to New York and pursue show business. Burnett soon caught on in nightclubs, especially with her first parody song hit: “I Made a Fool of Myself Over John Foster Dulles” (Dulles was Secretary of State at the time). Not long after, she was asked to perform the number on The Tonight Show with Jack Paar and The Ed Sullivan Show in 1957. 
 
   Her first comedy role on Broadway was as a princess bothered by a pea in Once Upon a Mattress. She also became a regular guest on The Garry Moore Show and did a television special in 1962 with Julie Andrews at Carnegie Hall. She eventually found extraordinary success in her own television variety show, The Carol Burnett Show, which began in 1967.
 
   Joking and ad libbing with the audience before the show demonstrated her natural sense of humor and versatility. But she also surrounded herself with an extremely talented comic ensemble comprised of Harvey Korman, Tim Conway, Lyle Waggoner and Vicki Lawrence to perform hilarious skits. Burnett’s skits included clever, silly movie parodies like Went With the Wind. Burnett dressed in drapes (complete with curtain rods) to parody Scarlett O’Hara’s big scene of making a fine dress out of Tara’s velvet drapery. Upon seeing this vision, “Rat Butler” tells her “That gown is gorgeous!” “Thank you,” she replies, “I saw it in the window and I just couldn’t resist it!” 
 
   Other parodies included From Here to Maternity, Sunnyset Boulevard, Lovely Story, The Howl and the Pussycat and Bonnie and Clod. The show also featured an ongoing soap opera parody called As the Stomach Turns, complete with dramatic organ chords. Her series skit, Mama’s Family, went on to become its own television show with Vicki Lawrence as “Mama.” Once The Carol Burnett Show stopped in 1978, we never saw the wide-reaching comedy talent from a variety show again. 
 
   Award-winning skit scripts from The Carol Burnett Show are available through the Contemporary Drama Service website with performance rights included.
 
   Burnett grew up in a poor, dysfunctional family with a huge lack of confidence in her looks, noting that “adolescence is just one big walking pimple.” But through towering talent and perseverance, she found her fame and fortune. “I have always grown from my problems and challenges,” she said, “from the things that don’t work out, that’s when I’ve really learned.” 
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   The Sitcom
 
   Historical look at broadcast sitcoms
 
   Many of us can track our cultural history from the radio and television shows we watched as we grew up and matured. If you can remember Jack Benny’s show, first on radio from 1932 to 1955 and then on television from 1950 to 1965 (a record 33-year run), you have seen firsthand how broadcast comedy has evolved. It started with live comedy in vaudeville and minstrel shows, then quickly adapted to the new medium of radio in the twenties, thirties and forties, then into black and white television in the fifties and the wonderful world of color in the sixties. 
 
   The situation comedy was introduced in the thirties on radio. Unlike stand-up or sketch humor, these shows revolved around a set of characters in a certain environment, such as home or the workplace, and offered a series of funny situations for the listeners’ enjoyment. 
 
   The first U.S. radio sitcom was Sam ‘n Henry, a 15-minute program on Chicago’s WGN in 1926. It was later moved to another station 
 
    
 
   under the better known name of Amos ‘n Andy, (in which the two lead African-American characters were actually played by white actors) where it remained one of the most popular sitcoms in radio.
 
   More radio sitcoms became popular in the thirties into the forties, such as Blondie (based on the comic strip) and Fibber McGee and Molly. In the forties and on into the fifties, the floodgates opened for radio shows using this popular new comedy venue, with such shows as The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, Duffy’s Tavern, Father Knows Best, The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show, The Life of Riley, My Favorite Husband, Our Miss Brooks, The Bickersons and My Little Margie. 
 
   The Jack Benny Show was the pivotal show that first made the transition from radio to television in the fifties, followed by the truckload of radio sitcoms like The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, The Amos ‘n Andy Show, Father Knows Best and The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show. 
 
   The first popular televised sitcom, I Love Lucy, ran from 1951-1957, and broke ground on many fronts. It featured two couples living in a New York apartment house (an education for families   in the Midwest suburbs) with a mixed marriage of a Caucasian woman and Latino man (real-life couple Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz). The birth of “Little Ricky” was timed to coincide with the actual birth of their son. 
 
   Because the foreign-born male lead caused worries with regular producers and sponsors, Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz started their own production company, Desilu, and introduced filming with three cameras in front of a live studio audience. 
 
    
 
   The studio audience provided real laughs, which were also taped and used as laugh tracks. By filming each show, Desilu started the ball rolling for syndication. I Love Lucy got top ratings, still runs in syndication to this day in America, and is translated into dozens of languages around the world — 50 years later!
 
    [image: I_Love_Lucy_1955.JPG] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   From Lucy’s wild adventures, we started seeing nuclear family (mother, father and children) shows that showcased the working husband and the mother who cooked and cleaned in a dress and high heels. These shows, like Leave It to Beaver, Father Knows Best and The Donna Reed Show, usually used comedy to help their characters solve some moral dilemma. Some sitcoms were centered on the workplace, including Our Miss Brooks and Mr. Peepers, both set in high schools, and The Phil Silvers Show, set on a U.S. Army post. 
 
   Others brought together both work and home, such as The Honeymooners, which mostly took place in the couple’s New York apartment kitchen, but situations included workplace-related dialogue from bus driver Ralph Kramden (Jackie Gleason) and sewer [image: The_Honeymooners_full_cast_1955.JPG]worker Ed Norton (Art Carney).  
 
     Great Britain’s BBC network started its own line of popular radio sitcoms in the forties and fifties, the first true entry being Pinwright’s Progress broadcast from 1946 to 1947. Britain’s sitcoms took off with the transfer of the very popular Hancock’s Half Hour from radio to television in the fifties, where the show was provided on both media simultaneously. 
 
   Some of Britain’s sitcoms were adapted into American television, including Steptoe and Son which became Sanford and Son; Man About the House which became Three’s Company, Keep it In The Family which became Too Close for Comfort and Till Death Us Do Part, which became All in the Family. PBS and the BBC still show some of these shows, as well as later popular favorites considered equally, if not more, hilarious, like Fawlty Towers, Are You Being Served? and Blackadder.
 
   In the sixties, nuclear families were joined by extended, non-traditional families in shows that featured widowed fathers or mothers with kids living with a relative or housekeeper (e.g., The Andy Griffith Show and The Partridge Family). The Brady Bunch, which featured a blended family of children from first marriages into one big happy situation comedy, became one of the most popular sitcoms in history.
 
    [image: Don_Adams_Barbara_Feldon_Get_Smart_1965.JPG]More sitcoms came on in the mid-sixties with popular gag premises, such as The Munsters and The Addams Family (from cartoon comics), I Dream of Jeannie and Bewitched (featuring a genie and a witch), parodies such as Get Smart and Batman, bizarre situations such as Gilligan’s Island and music/comedy such as The Monkees (based on the huge popularity of The Beatles). These shows required more special effects, and therefore were not filmed live, but rather taped on a single camera with an accompanying laugh track (or “canned laughter”).
 
   Sitcoms in the seventies got into more serious, even controversial, material dealing with bigotry (All In the Family), women’s liberation (The Mary Tyler Moore Show) and war (M*A*S*H*). Norman Lear produced many of the first sitcoms to address social issues, including All In the Family and its spin-off shows: Maude, The Jeffersons and Good Times.  
 
    [image: Happy_days_motorcycle_richie_fonzie_1977.JPG]The seventies and eighties offered a variety of theme shows. Nostalgia shows, produced by Garry Marshall, brought back the fifties sock hop era with Happy Days and Laverne and Shirley. Other shows, such as the two girls and a guy living together in Three’s Company and Soap, a comedy parody of popular soap operas, pushed the limits on what was considered appropriate for prime time entertainment. 
 
    
 
   More sitcoms featuring African-American families, including The Jeffersons, The Cosby Show, Good Times, Sanford and Son, Fresh Prince of Bel-Air and Family Matters, as well as the first Hispanic-based sitcom, Chico and the Man, provided a subtle way to advance racial tolerance. 
 
   In addition, stand-up comics starred in their own sitcoms, including Bob Newhart (The Bob Newhart Show and Newhart), Roseanne Barr in Roseanne and Garry Shandling in The Garry Shandling Show. More appeared in recent times, such as the very popular Everybody Loves Raymond with Ray Romano, Home Improvement with Tim Allen and Seinfeld with Jerry Seinfeld.
 
   In the eighties and nineties, cable television pushed into the mix with drama programs targeted to special audiences. It has embraced sitcoms more slowly, but has come up with some popular new shows, such as Curb Your Enthusiasm and The Larry Sanders Show. 
 
   Additionally, sitcoms in the nineties started using ongoing storylines, or story arcs, gradually developing characters throughout the season in such shows as Frasier, Roseanne, Moesha, Seinfeld and The Nanny. Sitcoms even started their own “cliffhanger” shows, commonly used by drama series, at the season’s end to entice viewers back to the new season.
 
   Another trend from the nineties (and successful to this day) is the animated sitcom, in particular The Simpsons (the longest running sitcom in U.S. history). Other successful shows included South Park, Futurama, Beavis and Butt-head and King of the Hill. 
 
   No more were the days when Disney or Warner Bros.’ Looney Tunes cornered the market with Mickey Mouse and Bugs Bunny for children. These sitcoms offered ongoing storylines with adult humor and were able to push the boundaries of television content since lighter restrictions were levied on animated shows than on regular sitcoms.
 
   What will happen in the future with sitcoms? Even with the surge of reality shows in the new millennium (some of which do provide humor — intended or not), there will always be room for new, fresh situation comedies that feature well-developed characters and great writing, which allow us to sit in on someone else’s life and laugh.
 
   Creating a sitcom
 
   How many times have you watched a new sitcom and sneered derisively? You can do better, you say! Just remember, there is a lot involved in creating a successful situation comedy, including the magical combination of a good concept, original humor, snappy dialogue, well developed characters, a good cast ensemble and plot development. 
 
    [image: Dick_van_dyke_show_1962.JPG]Only when all of these elements mesh well with each other does a successful sitcom emerge. For example, you can have a great concept, but if your plots are nonsense and your characters are not well developed or funny, your idea won’t work in the long run. We will discuss later how to pitch your sitcom to television producers or agents. Right now, let’s concentrate on your idea and how to develop it. 
 
   Concept
 
   Your core creative idea is the concept. This is the small kernel that begins to define your show, e.g., a TV comedy writer at home and at work (The Dick Van Dyke Show). Or, television “tool guy” who always wants “more power,” creates havoc at home (Home Improvement).
 
    
 
   To provide television producers with a concept, you describe your genre, characters and plot, and how the storyline will progress. Eventually, you will condense this concept down to a logline, a one-sentence description.
 
   For example, for WKRP in Cincinnati, your concept could be: “Wacky goings-on with an odd variety of radio employees working at a low-rated radio station in Cincinnati.” I Dream of Jeannie’s concept could be: “Astronaut finds beautiful genie in a bottle and brings her home (bottle included), sparking hilarious moments with the astronaut’s co-workers, neighbors and others.” 
 
   The setting, characters and plotline all make up the basic concept of a sitcom. We have seen these concepts progress from innocent shows, such as The Donna Reed Show and Bewitched in the fifties and sixties, into more adult themes and content. For example, in Two and a Half Men, two brothers, one a confirmed bachelor playboy and the other a divorced neurotic, jointly provide intermittent care of the neurotic’s young son. One of the ongoing themes in the show is how the growing adolescent reacts to the blatant sexual activity taking place in the house. 
 
   Sex and the City, which ran on HBO from 1998 to 2004, featured four single women living in New York, one of which wrote a regular newspaper column (called “Sex and the City”). The show not only exhibited occasional nudity, it employed many sexual subjects, such as sexually transmitted diseases, safe sex and promiscuity. 
 
   Will and Grace was not the first sitcom involving gay characters, but was certainly a show that broke new ground with this issue. It featured a gay man (Will) living with a straight woman (Grace) plus a flaming gay neighbor (Jack) and a neurotic socialite (Karen) who “works” with Grace in her interior design firm. 
 
   Although some initial reactions were negative toward the theme and others thought the theme wasn’t carried far enough and used stereotyping, it was named highest rated among adults 18-49 for four years. It won multiple Emmy awards and several GLAAD (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation) Media Awards for its advocacy of the gay community. It also opened the door to other gay/lesbian themed television programs, mostly on cable, such as Queer as Folk, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and Boy Meets Boy. 
 
   Genre
 
   Television shows can be categorized into many different categories or genres. The sitcom is one such genre, and others include talk shows, game shows, dramas, specials and, of course, reality shows.
 
    [image: Good_Times_the_Evans_family_1974.JPG]Your concept for the sitcom genre centers around engaging characters within an interesting plotline that provides many opportunities for both subtle humor and open hilarity. An important part of developing these essentials, however, is to decide on a sub-genre, the sitcom category you want your characters to star in. We described several of these in the history section, with the most popular in earlier days being the Family sub-genre, featuring the nuclear family. Say, a married couple with perhaps a kid or two (or six).  
 
   A great number of nuclear family examples exist, including The Dick Van Dyke Show, Leave It to Beaver, I Love Lucy, Good Times, Home Improvement and Everybody Loves Raymond. African-American family sitcoms provided some of the funniest writing, with shows such as The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, Family Matters and The Cosby Show. The traditional Family sub-genre has even progressed into other sub-genres.
 
   Non-traditional families
 
    [image: 1962_My_Three_Sons.jpg]Non-traditional family sitcoms include blended families, working moms, widows, widowers, adopted kids, housekeepers, relatives and others considered part of the family. The Andy Griffith Show and My Three Sons both had widowed fathers. One Day at a Time centered on a divorced single mother. Different Strokes involved a rich WASP widower with a daughter who adopted two African-American kids from Harlem. The concept for Who’s the Boss? is a male blue-collar-type housekeeper (with daughter in tow) working for a well-to-do workaholic widow (with a son). Somehow all these unique folks scratched together to make a happy — and funny — family unit.
 
    
 
   Dysfunctional families 
 
    [image: All_in_the_Family_cast_1976.JPG]Even dysfunctional families were good for a laugh, showing us a less than ideal, perhaps more realistic, family life usually dealing with hard-hitting issues such as racism, drug use and sexuality. The tone was often hilarious, yet packed with gritty, sarcastic humor (e.g., All In the Family, Roseanne, Married with Children and Arrested Development).
 
    
 
   The workplace 
 
   No one can forget the dreary Korean Army barracks with the sarcastic announcer on the public address loudspeaker from M*A*S*H, or the “bull-pen” at the WKRP radio station in which farm news reporter Les Nessman marked his office space off with masking tape. Many extremely popular sitcoms have centered around the office, although some family shows combined work and home, such as The Dick Van Dyke Show, which show-cased both scenes at work, with Dick and his comedy writer co-workers, and at home with his family and neighbors. Sometimes both sets of characters interacted as well. 
 
    [image: Ted_Knight_Ed_Asner_Mary_Tyler_Moore_Mary_Tyler_Moore_Show_1977.JPG]The Mary Tyler Moore Show was based both in a television newsroom and in her apartment with thirty-something women neighbors. Other work-related sitcoms include Taxi, Designing Women, The Jamie Foxx Show, Just Shoot Me, Murphy Brown, Scrubs and The Office.
 
   Friends
 
   More and more sitcoms have started highlighting a group of friends rather than family, usually based around one or more central locations. Cheers is a good example of this sub-genre. Although it featured the neighborhood bar, it didn’t center its stories around work but on the people who worked and patronized the bar. Other good examples are Friends or Seinfeld.
 
   Animated 
 
   From the “yabba-dabba-doo” Flintstones to dead Kenny in South Park, America loves animated sitcoms. Most are based on families, such as The Jetsons, The Simpsons, Family Guy and King of the Hill. Others use unique situations, such as Futurama, South Park and Beavis and Butthead. 
 
   Fantasy
 
    [image: My_Favorite_Martian_Ray_Walston_1963.JPG]Sitcoms based on a fantasy theme have cycled in and out of popularity. These shows use a science fiction or supernatural theme. It’s hard to say which one Mr. Ed (the talking horse, of course, of course) fell into, but others included My Favorite Martian, The Addams Family, The Munsters, Bewitched, I Dream of Jeannie, Mork and Mindy and Sabrina the Teenage Witch.
 
   Teenagers
 
   Shows that relate to teenagers, especially of high school age, have always been popular. In fact, the young actors in these sitcoms are likely to become superstars with millions of young fans. Some of these shows try to relate both to the teenager and adult viewers, such as The Monkees, Happy Days, Welcome Back, Kotter and The Facts of Life, while others are geared much more to the younger crowd, such as Punky Brewster, Blossom, Saved by the Bell, Moesha and Hannah Montana.
 
   Dramedy
 
   Yet another sub-genre is the comedy-drama, sometimes referred to as dramedy. These shows usually run an hour rather than a half-hour and have an equal balance of comedy and dramatic content. Examples include The Wonder Years, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Ally McBeal and Ugly Betty. 
 
   Choose the genre that seems to inspire and motivate you the most, be it a space alien family (3rd Rock from the Sun), twenty-something single friends dealing with life’s angst (Friends, How I Met Your Mother), or even seven people shipwrecked after what was supposed to be a three-hour tour (Gilligan’s Island). 
 
   Writing the sitcom
 
   You can have the funniest characters in the world, but you still need a solid plotline that directs their actions and gives them meaning. In most cases, sitcoms have a different story for each episode, but occasionally writers create a story arc that continues over several episodes. The plotline ensures the show has some chronology and continuity.
 
   Although writing a sitcom is not the same as composing a classic like Gone With the Wind, think back to your literature classes and how you analyzed fictional works as far as plot, subplot, conflict, climax and resolution. All of these elements, along with your characters, are essential to telling a good story. The plot is the primary story that shows how the characters progress through conflict, successfully deal with conflict and ultimately resolve the conflict. The subplot is a secondary story that may involve other characters. The conflict is the obstacle that must be overcome in the story (e.g., man versus man, man versus the environment, man versus machine). The climax is the action peak where the conflict’s solution is found, and the resolution is what happens as a result.
 
   Give yourself a solid baseline with a general outline to determine where the story is going before you attempt to write the script.
 
   Conflict
 
   One of the most essential ingredients of a good story is the conflict your characters deal with. This isn’t hand-to-hand conflict, but moral dilemma conflict. It doesn’t even have to be complicated. For example, a classic Dick Van Dyke Show used Laura Petrie’s undying curiosity as the conflict. Rob Petrie wants to teach Laura a lesson on being too nosey, so he has a very large package delivered to his home. When the package comes, Laura is crazy with curiosity, but knows she can’t open it or Rob will find out. Finally, she decides to take a peek, thinking she can always wrap it back up so no one will notice. But when she opens the package, she panics as a rubber raft self-inflates and takes over the living room. 
 
   Conflicts can deal with anything from dealing with children to working on a big project at work. The seven deadly sins (pride, greed, sloth, envy, gluttony, lust and wrath) provide great conflicts. In many cases, the show turns the conflict into something funny without failing to teach us a lesson. 
 
   Creating your characters
 
   From Lucy Ricardo (I Love Lucy) to Maxwell Smart (Get Smart) to Barney Stinson (How I Met Your Mother), we have all had our favorite sitcom characters. In many sitcoms, you will find some basic character types like the love interest, the buddy, the hero, and/or the anti-hero (this is the character you want to hate but don’t, who may exasperate, belittle and try to outdo the hero and sometimes commits villainous acts). In some cases, it’s hard to decide whether the main character is a hero or anti-hero because they are so well developed that we see all their flaws. 
 
   In addition to these basic roles, there are one or more additional key characters included in many episodes (e.g., the parent, housekeeper, neighbor, family friend, child, etc.). Sitcoms also rely on the straight man/funny man delivery, which is usually a toss-up between the hero and the buddy or even the anti-hero. It isn’t unusual for the funny person to become more popular than the main character playing straight man.
 
   The popular eighties sitcom Happy Days (fifties nostalgia theme) is a good example. This show was based on a typical family unit and centered around teenager Richie Cunningham played by Ron Howard. Although this concept worked, the show’s real success came when the slick, leather-jacketed, Harley-riding Arthur Fonzerelli (The Fonz) and his trademark “Aaayyy!” were featured in more shows. First considered a funny but minor “anti-hero” role, Fonzie became an important and unique addition to the family unit and to the central character’s buddies.
 
   Friends, the popular long-running sitcom from the nineties, didn’t use common character types, but instead relied on developing each member of its ensemble cast into his/her own unique personality, with most storylines showing the interaction of these personalities with each other and peripheral players.
 
   Understanding the importance of your characters is easy. Just think of some of the people you have come to know intimately through your television set.
 
   Lucy Ricardo (I Love Lucy): Spirited, determined, wacky redhead with way too much time on her hands, who tries to convince her loving but somewhat domineering Cuban bandleader husband to let her try show business or at least get a job. Hero/funny person: Lucy Ricardo, housewife. Love interest: Ricky Ricardo, her husband. Buddy: Ethel Mertz, chunky neighbor who is always up for a new adventure of which her husband Fred disapproves. Anti-hero? Hard to say.
 
   Barney Fife (The Andy Griffith Show): 
 
    [image: Don_Knotts_Jim_Nabors_Andy_Griffith_Show_1964.JPG]Sheriff’s deputy in small-town Mayberry who tries to appear more confident, intelligent and brave than he really is. Hero: Sheriff Andy Taylor. Buddy/Antihero/funny person: Deputy Barney Fife. Love interests: Helen Crump and Thelma Lou, respectively. Other key characters: Aunt Bea and son Opie.
 
   Frasier Crane (Frasier): Arrogant but vulnerable psychologist who moves to Seattle to start over as a radio show host while putting up with his retired blue collar father (and his ugly chair) and his brother, Niles, who is hilariously pompous and scared of women. Hero: Frasier Crane. Buddy (sometimes anti-hero/funny person): Brother Niles Crane. Love interest: none long-time for the Frasier but live-in nurse Daphne for Niles. Other key characters: Dad and radio assistant Roz.
 
   Joey Tribbiani (Friends): Struggling actor with much more looks than brains, who is always looking for his next big break (when he’s not watching his new television that somehow got “stuck” on a pornographic channel). Hero: all the Friends characters. Buddy: all the Friends characters. Love interest: all the Friends characters and some outside interests. Other major characters: Maybe Marcel the monkey? Anti-hero? Could be any of the cast or a transitory outside character. 
 
   Charlie Harper (Two and a Half Men): Charlie uses his good looks to play the “love ‘em and leave ‘em” playboy, allows his divorced, broke and somewhat wimpy brother to move in with him at his beach house and reluctantly gets lessons on parenthood from his young nephew. Hero/Anti-hero/funny person: Charlie. Buddy: Brother Alan and (in some ways) his son (also funny person) “half man” Jake. Love interests: any comely female who will fall for their lines. Other major characters: Sophisticated, depre-cating Mother (could also be anti-hero) and sarcastic housekeeper Berta.
 
   Developing your characters 
 
   Before sitting down to write, most comedy writers suggest that you first review as many of the early and current sitcoms as possible. Most of the older, syndicated shows can be found on network and cable channels or in clips online. Study how the characters make the story move, how they solve problems, how they interact through their dialogue, movements and expres-sions. 
 
   Unlike drama shows, sitcoms require characters who make us laugh (as well as funny actors to play them). In your character development, work out the vulnerabilities, talents, strengths and weaknesses that can be used to make funny plots. But remember, a good sitcom is not just a combination of straight lines and punchlines. It also needs strong characters that an audience can identify with. The more detail you can put into your character development, the better your storylines will be. 
 
   How do you develop a character? Think of how you would describe a person close to you: 
 
   Looks: hair, weight, height, overall appearance. 
 
   Past: In what environment were they raised (e.g., happy home, divorced parents, dysfunctional family unit, poor, rich, middle-class, educated/ not educated, etc.) 
 
   Personality: How has that background affected their personality? If the person was raised in a poor, uneducated household, does he/she resent rich people? Does the person want to be better than his/her past? Does he/she act tough but is vulnerable on the inside? 
 
   What funny situations might happen with this character? 
 
   How will this character relate to the other characters?
 
   Let’s take Two and a Half Men as an example of character development and interaction.
 
   Charlie (Charlie Sheen)
 
   Looks: 30-something, handsome bachelor wearing casual laid-back California style clothes. 
 
   Past: The “bad” son raised in a well-to-do home, with an absentee father and an abrasive mother who didn’t want to be a mother and did not nurture/ encourage her children.
 
   Personality: Outwardly sophisticated, educated and talented (successful jingle writer), he uses his inherent charm to get all the girls he wants; he is hurt and not understood by his non-nurturing mother and, therefore, unable to hold on to long-term relationships; he is single and selfish and not used to sharing space, especially with his somewhat wimpy brother and the brother’s young son.
 
   Funny situations: The dilemmas involved in quickie relationships. Dealing with mother’s interference. Being a bad influence on Jake.
 
   How he relates to other characters:
 
   Brother Alan: somewhat disgusted with his broke brother who is still reeling from a divorce.
 
   Nephew Jake: doesn’t know exactly how to act with him, but finds him somewhat of a kindred spirit in his sarcastic, blasé look on life.
 
   Mother: although always wisecracking about her, he wants her love and reluctantly tries to do things she requests.
 
   Alan (Jon Cryer)
 
   Looks: Fastidiously neat, somewhat geeky, ordinary-looking 30-something male. 
 
   Past: Raised the same as Charlie but was Mama’s “good” boy.
 
   Personality: Responsible and morally correct chiropractor with a big inferiority complex (especially around Charlie), who tries to cope with his divorce and be a good father to his son.
 
   Funny situations: Both Charlie and Alan going out to look for girls; horrified reactions to how Charlie acts with his son and generally serves as a bad role model.
 
   How he relates to other characters:
 
   Brother Charlie: He is somewhat resentful of his success but grateful for giving him a place to live, and he is worried about the example Charlie sets for his son (who stays over on weekends).
 
   Son Jake: Tries to be a good, responsible father but sees that his son may not respect him as much as “cool” Uncle Charlie.
 
   Mother: Somewhat of a “mama’s boy,” Alan resents his mother but continues to strive for her love and approval.
 
   Jake (Angus T. Jones)
 
   Looks: Ordinary-looking boy progressing from adolescent to teenager. 
 
   Past: Raised by father (Alan) and mother until they divorced. 
 
   Personality: Seemingly unaffected by parents’ divorce and occasionally living with Uncle Charlie; thinks Charlie is a “cool” role model and tries to emulate him at times (to his father’s horror); half understands the sexual overtones in his father’s and uncle’s house; sometimes tries to act older than he is to fit in.
 
   Funny situations: Reacting to how Charlie brings home women; dealing with his own adolescent girl problems; speculating on his view of his father versus Charlie.
 
   How he relates to other characters:
 
   Uncle Charlie: Admires and would like to be like Charlie, especially being popular with the girls.
 
   Father Alan: Loves his father but thinks he doesn’t compare well with Charlie.
 
   Grandmother: Thinks she is overpowering and that she only wants him around when it fits into her schedule. 
 
   You get the picture. Once you develop your main characters with as much detail as possible, develop the other key and peripheral characters. Using each character’s personality and past, look at how they would deal with various situations, such as a cocktail party, double date, parent-teacher conference or family dinner.
 
   Good character development and disciplined writing will mesh the characters into the unbeatable ensemble that makes a successful sitcom. 
 
   Writing dialogue 
 
   You may want to write the story before you develop your characters, but in some cases, well-formed char-acters can dictate the flow of dialogue themselves. Ask Mary Richards (The Mary Tyler Moore Show), a “nice,” single, liberated career woman (living in the seventies), who has moved to a new city to start over, how she would handle a situation like having a blind date, attending a high school reunion or dealing with an obnoxious co-worker. 
 
   Dialogue will flow much easier the longer you write about and get to know your characters. Combine her with other characters that are also well-developed, such as Mary’s neighbors. We have Phyllis Lindstrom (Cloris Leachman), a self-centered married sophisticate who looks down at women who stay single, and Rhoda Morgenstern (Valerie Harper), a slightly overweight 30-something single-but-wants-a-man lady with a witty and sardonic view on life. Put those three strong ladies together, and the dialogue writes itself.
 
   How do you make it funny? Sitcom characters don’t spout off jokes, but they do say funny things with which the audience can identify. For example, Rhoda thought she had landed a handsome date for Mary’s small party, only to have him show up with his wife. So, she glumly introduces him (paraphrasing): “I’d like to introduce you to John and Mary Smith, my date.” It’s funny, but with Valerie Harper’s delivery, it’s hilarious. The writers wrote a great line that fits the character like a glove and provides a talented actress with a great platform to deliver the funny.
 
   So, what type of funny lines will work for The Mary Tyler Moore Show? Humor about single women, working women, dating, etc. In one of the first shows, Mary and Rhoda are talking about being single at the age of 30. Rhoda points out that the only thing worse than being single and 30 is sitting around talking about being single and 30. Rhoda’s chunky character provides openings for lines about being overweight, wanting to binge, dieting and how to dress to look skinny.
 
   Mary finds a job as assistant producer for a television station with mostly male co-workers. Lou Grant’s character (hard-drinking, grouchy television news veteran and Mary’s boss) needs lines that highlight his abrasive personality. On Mary’s job interview, Grant tells her with a little smile that she has spunk. When Mary preens with a self-deprecating smile, he tells her, “I hate spunk.” 
 
   It’s easy to see how sitcoms can affect our culture. Once you get into dialogue, you may stumble upon a great catch phrase, a funny axiom that becomes part of everyday language through repeated use. Can you think of some good catch phrases from your favorite sitcoms?
 
   How about these: 
 
    
    	Ricky Ricardo on I Love Lucy: “Lucy, you’ve got some ‘splaining to do!” 
 
    	Lurch, the butler on The Addams Family: “You rang?” 
 
    	Vinnie Barbarino on Welcome Back, Kotter: “Up your nose with a rubber hose.” 
 
    	J.J. on Good Times: “Dyn-o-mite!” 
 
    	Mork on Mork and Mindy: “Nanoo-Nanoo.” 
 
    	Jerry Seinfeld: “Not that’s there’s anything wrong with that” and “Yada, yada, yada.”
 
    	Everyone on Happy Days: “Sit on it!”
 
    	Maxwell Smart on Get Smart: “Would you believe...” and “Sorry about that, chief!” 
 
    	Sgt. Schultz on Hogan’s Heroes: “I know nothing!” 
 
    	Bart Simpson: “Eat my shorts” and “Don’t have a cow, man!” 
 
   
 
   Formatting your script
 
   Just as if you were writing a play or movie, your sitcom must be split up into a series of scenes. Because you are regularly breaking for commercials, a 30-minute sitcom is usually made from a 22-minute script written in one or more acts. Some cable shows, such as Sex and the City, do not have commercial breaks and are written more like screen-plays. If you are interested in radio, the BBC still looks for on-air comedy and sitcoms. 
 
   Writing for a multiple-camera sitcom is different than for a single-camera sitcom. Multiple-camera sitcoms are usually shot before a studio audience, then edited for the air. They use real laughter from their audience, which may be sweetened occasionally with a laugh track. They usually use three cameras with two for close-up shots and one for longer shots. Examples include The Dick Van Dyke Show, All In the Family, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Three’s Company, The Cosby Show, Seinfeld, and Friends. Almost all episodes were shot in two or three locations. For example, The Dick Van Dyke Show had sets primarily for the living room, the bedroom and the office.
 
   Single-camera sitcoms use only one camera (obviously). These do not have a studio audience but rely on more location shots, tightly edited sequences and visual effects. Recent examples include The Office, Curb Your Enthusiasm, Scrubs and 30 Rock. Examples from the past include Get Smart, Bewitched, The Brady Bunch and Gilligan’s Island. Although a laugh track was typically used in past decades, now most single-camera shows do not use one.
 
   Before pitching your sitcom script, be sure it is in the correct format. Many online sources as well as software programs are available to help you with proper script formatting. For example, in a single-camera sitcom, format guidelines dictate that:
 
    
    	Dialogue and stage direction are single-spaced. 
 
    	The characters are described in ALL CAPS the first time they are introduced. 
 
    	Scripts are generally 28-32 pages in length. 
 
   
 
   Usually, one page of script comes out to be 40 seconds of screen time in which three to five solid laughs should be included. In half-hour formats, a scene break comes when there is a change in location or time. When you end a scene with a “cut,” then you continue the next scene on a new page of script. Scenes are then labeled by the alphabet (Scene A, B, C, etc.).
 
   Pitching your sitcom
 
   Just like everything in show business, getting your script viewed by the appropriate people isn’t easy. Here are some tips provided by experts to help get your script in front of the right person.
 
   Research sitcoms. Television writers all agree that if you want to write sitcoms, you must read scripts from current or past sitcoms to get familiar with the format. Actual sitcom scripts can be found in books as well as online. When submitting a script for a current sitcom, see if you can find an actual script format from the show and study the characters and type of humor, so you are providing material that is familiar yet fresh. See the attached excerpt from an actual draft script for the pilot of How I Met Your Mother.
 
   CUT TO:
 
   INT. BARNEY’S APARTMENT - NIGHT 
 
   (BARNEY, NARRATOR, TED)
 
   SPLIT-SCREEN BETWEEN TED AND BARNEY (32, DEVILISH, LIVES ON STEAKS AND CIGARS). BARNEY’S CELL PHONE RINGS. HE SEES WHO IT IS, AND ANSWERS. 
 
   BARNEY
 
   Hey, so you know how I’ve always had a thing for half-Asian girls?
 
   FREEZE FRAME ON BARNEY. 
 
   NARRATOR (V.O.)
 
   Your Uncle Barney.
 
   UNFREEZE. 
 
   BARNEY
 
   Well, I have a new favorite: Lebanese girls. Lebanese girls are the new half-Asians.
 
   TED
 
   I don’t even know what a Lebanese girl looks like.
 
   Logline. Before you are ready to finalize your script, you must write what’s called a logline, or a one-sentence summary of your script that intrigues the reader (an agent or producer, hopefully). Some writers compose the logline first and keep it in front of them while writing the script to stay focused. Others write their scripts in keeping with a general idea, which they tighten and articulate later. In either case, the logline itself should be written with three questions in mind:
 
    
    	What does the main character want?
 
    	What obstacle (or other character) is in the way? 
 
    	How is this story unique?
 
   
 
   For a good example of loglines, check out the brief description of shows in TV Guide. From a listing for 30 Rock: “The Problem Solvers: The overly pampered Tracy and Jenna, upon noticing the low-maintenance newbie’s cool humility, both consider changing their prima-donna attitude. Meanwhile Liz is offered her own talk show.”
 
   Spec Scripts. To start out, you may want to write a spec script for an existing sitcom, ideally one which hasn’t been on long. The industry wants fresh ideas and material, but they never rely on new writers for their long-time hits. The real purpose here is to show them that you can write like they write, that you deserve to be in that writer’s room in theory. 
 
   If you impress them, then who knows — you may actually get a shot at joining the family. But a more practical outcome is that you may catch the attention of someone on that show’s writing or production staff, who may want to assign you for a new, up-and-coming series in development.
 
   In any case, if you’re serious about writing a spec script, find a show in which the plotline and characters appeal to you. Then, develop an outline, which may go through many changes before you write the actual script. Make sure you follow the appropriate format for that particular show – not all show scripts look alike.
 
   Copyright. After you write your script, it is advisable to copyright it. You may also register it with the Writers Guild of America (www.wga.org). This usually costs about $20 per script and the registration number will prove you are the original author. 
 
   Get an agent. Unless you already have good connections in Hollywood, you should hire an agent to pitch your scripts to the right people. It isn’t easy to find agents who will take on new writers, but it’s also extremely difficult to get any work without an agent (go figure!). Usually, an agent will take about 10 percent of your pay. As a newcomer you may find it easier to find a manager. 
 
   Online project databases. In addition, online project databases are available, such as The TV Writers Vault, where you can post your project (about $30 a pop) to be viewed by agents, production companies and industry representatives.
 
   Move to Hollywood. Almost all television shows are produced in Hollywood, and most industry experts recommend that you live where the work is. That way you are available for meetings and networking events. If you can’t move, think about setting up a local voicemail box in Hollywood and regularly checking messages.
 
   Join a networking group. Screenwriter and television writer networks exist online and in person in most major cities. Through these networks, you can get script feedback, attend informative meetings, make contacts, hear about opportunities, compete in scriptwriting contests and learn the business. A good place to start is the Scriptwriters Network at www.scriptwriters network.org/swn/.
 
   Apply for television writing fellowship programs and workshops. Some studios, including Disney/ABC and Warner Brothers, offer writer fellowships and workshops. Here aspiring writers can actually work for the studio, meet writers and key executives and even work with a current programming or development executive by creating spec scripts from current sitcoms. Go online to get more information. Usually, it requires filling out an application and providing a spec script. 
 
   Is this the job for you?
 
   Becoming a television sitcom writer can be quite lucrative, but these jobs are extremely competitive. You must immerse yourself in the industry to understand how you should write your sitcom, get it looked at and get it on the air. Once you have successfully launched a few actual scripts, the routine will become a bit easier, but in this business, you must maintain top-quality work and make and maintain high-level contacts.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Comedy of Jim Carrey
 
    [image: C:\Users\cat\Documents\New folder\MC900065312.WMF] 
 
   Physical Improvisation
 
   We could say Jim Carrey is the poster child of the American Dream. Except he’s Canadian. His rise from living in a van with his family when the factory in town sold out to international superstar shows how far a person can go if he’s extraordinarily talented and ambitious enough.
 
   Carrey was always trying to get laughs, and even sent his resume to the Carol Burnett Show when he was 10. He became so disruptive with his humor in junior high, that the school administrators finally gave him special time at the end of the day to tell his jokes. “If there’d been Ritalin when I was a kid, I wouldn’t be here now,” he noted. 
 
   Carrey was a straight-A student in high school until he decided to drop out to pursue a comedy career. He did his first performance at Yuk Yuk’s, a Toronto comedy club, at which he began to hone his comedy talent before making the big step of moving to Los Angeles in 1979 at the tender age of 19. There, he became a regular opening act at The Comedy Store after impressing club owner Rodney Dangerfield. He soon became known as an “anything for a laugh” comic who would use wild facial contortions and movements when the verbal jokes weren’t working.
 
   Carrey didn’t want to top his career by doing lounge acts, so he started looking for other opportunities and landed a few bit movie parts, including one in Peggy Sue Got Married. He was cast as the lead in the vampire comedy Once Bitten. Then he nabbed a large role as an alien in Earth Girls Are Easy, and his co-star Damon Wayans got him in the door of the television sketch comedy show In Living Color in 1990. Carrey’s success in this genre brought him the lead role in the loony Ace Ventura: Pet Detective in 1994, the role that made him a full-fledged, A-list movie star. Later films included Dumb and Dumber, The Truman Show, The Mask, The Cable Guy and Bruce Almighty (for which he was paid $25 million). 
 
   Carrey is probably best known for his quick improvisational quirkiness, seen in his In Living Color performances and his physical humor, which includes rubber-faced impressions, clumsy trips and his own unique way of (as he puts it) “talking out of his ass,” which he demonstrated in Ace Ventura. His unique talents were highlighted in The Mask, which included a double part for Carrey as meek bank employee, Stanley Ipkiss, and the dashing, debonair yellow personification of the title role. The film’s special effects complemented animated exaggerations of Carrey’s facial expressions to create the perfect venue for him. 
 
   Now at the top of his game, Carrey tries to stay true to his humor and not become overwhelmed with his fame. “I’ve been dubbed the man most responsible for the dumbing of America, so obviously I don’t put much stock into thoughts like (that),” he said. “People love to laugh, and most people can find humor in just about anything, which is great. Trying to label or categorize comedy is ridiculous. I mean, if you laugh at a fart joke, does that make you a moron? I don’t think so!”
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   Feature Films
 
   It may be appropriate that the first known copyrighted film is Thomas Edison’s capture of his assistant’s sneeze in 1894. From sneeze to slapstick banana peels to spoofed car chases to screwy romantic tangles, comedy has always been a large part of the motion picture industry. 
 
   Comedy movie history
 
   Silent movie stars, such as Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton and Laurel and Hardy all started their movie careers doing short films, which were shown to audiences prior to the major feature. Mack Sennett’s Keystone Pictures was a major player in these short films, and the fast-motion antics of the Keystone Cops in car crashes, train collisions, silly car chases and barroom brawls set the stage for the comedies of the early 1900s. These hilarious sequences were, of course, filmed without sound, so slapstick humor and sight gags were the main attraction. 
 
   Charlie Chaplin first introduced his Little Tramp character in 1914 for Keystone Pictures. His unique comedy mime technique integrated both humor and pathos to make him a major star. Buster Keaton, also known as The Great Stone Face due to his deadpan delivery, worked with Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle and later for his own company to produce iconic slapstick and sight gag movies. One of his classic scenes was in Steamboat Bill Jr., in which his character ran into a shot where a three-story building façade toppled forward. Fortunately, a window was open that passed directly over him. These scenes didn’t use special camera techniques, so they required perfect timing and direction. 
 
   In 1927, the world of movies changed dramatically when a movie audience actually heard Al Jolson say in The Jazz Singer that they “ain’t heard nothin’ yet!” Good writing became a much more integral part of movie making now that comedians could use vocal as well as physical comedy to make a theater audience laugh. By the thirties, talkies were the norm and silent movies went quietly into that good night. Producers soon found out that, although aud-iences enjoyed sight gags and slapstick, good dialogue and characters were key in keeping them engaged and laughing all the way to the box office.
 
   Genres
 
   Let’s look at how cultural changes through the history of movies brought about the various comedy genres.
 
   Slapstick and farce
 
   Physical humor popularized on stage, from medieval theater to vaudeville, transferred well onto the movie screen, especially during the silent movie era. These pratfalls, fake crashes and near-death scenarios employed by Chaplin, Keaton, Harold Lloyd and others, helped to demonstrate man’s struggle to survive in a changing and intimidating world. 
 
    
 
   The slapstick genre can be tied to farce, where high-speed scenes, chases, disguises, mistaken identities and fast-paced dialogue move the action along. The Marx Brothers’ insults, sarcasm and bizarre antics in such movies as Animal Crackers and Duck Soup, provided a hilariously farcical view of a nutty world. 
 
   Pure slapstick declined after the silent and early talking era, but will always be a part of movie comedy. Farce and slapstick were definitely the genre of sixties films like It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World, The Great Race and Those Magnificent Men in Their Flying Machines, which brought us back to the sheer hilarity of pie-fights, silly car chases and clever sight gags. For example, in The Great Race, who isn’t anticipating when Tony Curtis will finally get a pie in the face or on his sparkling white outfit during the Russian pie fight? 
 
   Bedroom farce has also remained popular, with couples slamming doors, arguing, playing tricks, and generally miscommunicating with each other. Woody Allen’s A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy is a good example. Many of the sixties’ Doris Day films picked up on this genre as well.
 
   Comedy of manners 
 
   The comedy of manners genre ridiculed the lifestyles of the social class when America was in the Great Depression of the thirties and making fun of the rich folks was greatly amusing. This genre wasn’t born with the movie camera, however. The Ancient Greeks and Romans used this quite a bit, as did French playwright Molière. Some even ascribe a comedy of manners theme to Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing. 
 
    [image: Dinner_at_Eight_cph.3b52734.jpg]Essentially, these comedies made fun of the hypocrisy and pretension of the upper classes. Many plots involved illicit love affairs or other scandalous behavior discussed through fast, sophisticated and witty dialogue. Examples include My Man Godfrey (1936), with Carole Lombard as a flighty heiress and William Powell as an educated but self-proclaimed bum, and the 1933 Dinner at Eight. Sometimes described as a dark comedy, with silly, sexually flamboyant socialite Jean Harlow, Dinner had a cavalcade of stars including former silent stars John and Lionel Barrymore, and Marie Dressler. Dressler’s famous interchange with Harlow near the end of the movie is considered classic. 
 
   Kitty (Harlow): I was reading a book the other day.
 
   Carlotta (Dressler) (staggering at the thought): Reading a book! 
 
   Kitty: Yes. It’s all about civilization or something, a nutty kind of a book. Do you know that the guy said that machinery is going to take the place of every profession?
 
   Carlotta (eyeing Kitty’s costume and curvy figure): Oh, my dear, that’s something you need never worry about. 
 
   Screwball comedies 
 
   These nutty romantic movies of the thirties and forties included lots of physical humor and fast-paced repartee. Words like wacky, zany and madcap are almost always used in any description of a screwball comedy, but don’t mistake these movies with the slapstick and physical humor of The Three Stooges or The Marx Brothers. Rather than screwball actions, these movies center around screwball person-alities, class clashes and rocky romances.
 
    [image: It_Happened_One_Night_1934.jpg]One of the first screwball comedies is It Happened One Night (1934) with Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert, in which a spoiled heiress runs away from home and is helped by a reporter looking for a story — who, of course, falls for the heiress. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    Another example is 1938’s Bringing Up Baby, which used physical gags, fast-paced dialogue, comic disasters and misunder-standings in the relationship between straight-laced paleontologist Cary Grant and uninhibited heiress Katherine Hepburn. Hepburn and Grant also starred with James Stewart in yet another good example of the screwball comedy, The Philadelphia Story (1939). Here, a rich society girl planning to remarry must deal with the situations that arise when a reporter and photographer insert themselves into the household and the ex-husband decides to make trouble. 
 
   Notice that these examples are about high-class heiresses and the “lower classes,” so they still play off the comedy of manners theme as well. Although the screwball comedy declined toward the end of the forties, some aspects of this genre can still be seen in today’s movies. Popular romantic comedies draw from it, from the candied-apple Doris Day flicks to the neurotic 1977 Annie Hall from Woody Allen to the manipulative 2009 movie The Proposal with Sandra Bullock (which pairs a dictatorial female executive and her ambitious male assistant).
 
   Buddy films 
 
   Many slapstick, farce and parody movies use two heroes whose comic interactions cause even greater upset and fun. Good examples include the teaming of Laurel and Hardy (several films), Bob Hope and Bing Crosby (Road series), Tony Curtis and Jack Lemmon (Some Like It Hot, The Great Race), Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau (The Odd Couple, The Fortune Cookies, Grumpy Old Men) and even Jackie Chan and Chris Tucker (Rush Hour movies).
 
   Gross-out 
 
   Some modern slapstick has evolved (or de-evolved) into what is known as gross-out comedy, in which bathroom and blue humor run rampant. Young audiences (and many grown men) get a kick out of these movies, including The Jerk, Caddyshack, Animal House, There’s Something About Mary, American Pie and Dumb and Dumber. The scene in Animal House in which John Blutarsky or “Bluto” (John Belushi) eats a mouthful of mashed potatoes and then punches his cheeks to demonstrate a popping zit is a classic example of gross-out humor.
 
   Parody and spoof 
 
   Since the dawn of entertainment and all of its genres, there have been parodies to make fun of it. Major movies, such as The Sheik, Frankenstein and The Adventures of Robin Hood all had parody versions (The Shreik of Araby, Young Frankenstein and Men in Tights). The Shriek of Araby with Ben Turpin in 1921 was actually a comic short film, an excellent medium for parodies. Laurel and Hardy, for example, starred in shorts Dr. Pyckle and Mr. Pryde and Them Thar Hills, both of which parodied other movies and genres. Soon, most of these movies were produced as full-length features, including Abbott and Costello and The Three Stooges. These teams used their slapstick physical humor to parody movies from other genres: Abbott and Costello Meet the Invisible Man (Frankenstein, The Mummy, etc.) and The Three Stooges’ Three Arabian Nuts. 
 
   From the forties to the early sixties, Bob Hope starred in a great many broad parodies, including a spoof of the noir: My Favorite Brunette; horror: Ghostbreakers (1940); western: The Paleface (1948) and Son of Paleface (1952); and adventure: The Road to Bali, Zanzibar, Utopia et al. 
 
   Hope’s movies were typical parody in which the lead character would have the opposite characteristics from a real movie hero. For example, in The Paleface, the brave western “hero” is quaking-in-his-boots dentist Painless Peter Potter (Hope) who keeps being drawn into gun battles. While everyone else plays more or less straight, Hope makes the most of his wisecracking humor. He looks at his guns and comments: “I hope they’re loaded. I wish I was, too.” 
 
   The British had a whole 29-film series from 1958 to 1978, known as Carry On, which combined slapstick, farce and parody, and highlighted double entendres. These films made fun of such British institutions as the National Health Service (Carry On, Nurse; Carry On, Doctor; etc.), trade unions (Carry On at Your Convenience) and the monarchy (Carry On, Henry).
 
   Other great parodies include The Pink Panther’s knockoff of detective/crime movies; the Austin Powers’ take on James Bond/spy films; Monty Python’s version of Arthurian legends (and other themes); and the mockumentary of a fictional rock group called Spinal Tap.
 
   No discussion of film parodies would be complete without the mention of the comically ingenious movies of Mel Brooks, many of which have become classics. These include Young Frankenstein (horror), High Anxiety (Hitchcock thrillers), Blazing Saddles (western), Spaceballs (sci-fi); Robin Hood: Men in Tights (adventure); and History of the World, Part I (world history). 
 
   Satire and dark humor
 
   Although sometimes confused with farce or parody, satire focuses less on broad humor and more on deadpan levity in dealing with serious issues such as war, government, politics and big business. Sometimes these movies are openly humorous and other times darkly tongue-in cheek. 
 
   An excellent example of a dark satiric movie is Dr. Strangelove or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, with Peter Sellers in a variety of roles. This 1964 film satirized the nuclear bomb scare of the times, with a renegade general trying to start a nuclear attack on the Communists while officials try to work out a solution in the War Room. 
 
   Sidney Lumet’s 1976 movie Network, another example of dark satire, ridicules the drive for higher ratings over quality coverage in television news. Having been fired for low ratings, news anchor Howard Beale (Peter Finch) tells the television audience that he will commit suicide on the air. This immediately makes him a television icon called “the mad prophet of the airwaves.” One of his pranks ends in his telling his audience to go to their windows and yell, “I’m mad as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore!”
 
   Other good examples of satire and dark humor are 1970’s M*A*S*H, which provided a humorous look at medical units during the Korean Conflict/War, and 1996’s Fargo, a bleak outlook on crime fighting to catch amoral, bungling villains in the northern Midwest.
 
   Fish out of water 
 
    [image: Marilyn_Monroe_in_Some_Like_It_Hot_trailer.jpg]The comic element in these movies is a main character that is inserted into a strange environment or made to act in a different role. An excellent example is Crocodile Dundee, in which an Australian crocodile poacher (Mick Dundee, played by Paul Hogan) becomes a media celebrity in New York City. We watch rural-bred Mick deal with the novelties in plumbing, restaurants and prostitutes. But, we love it when Dundee foils a mugger armed with a knife by threatening him with his much bigger hunting knife. 
 
   Some Like It Hot (1959), considered by many to be the best comedy film of all time, stars Tony Curtis and Jack Lemmon as musicians hiding from Chicago mobsters by dressing up as women and joining an all-girl band. On the train to Florida, “Daphne” (Jack Lemmon) is joined in “her” sleeping compartment by Sugar Kane (Marilyn Monroe) and the rest of the girl band, and must continually chant to him/herself “I’m a girl, I’m a girl, I’m a girl.”
 
   Another hilarious cross-dressing smash is Tootsie (1982), with Dustin Hoffman, whose character mas-querades as a woman to get an acting part on a soap opera and falls in love with the show’s ingénue. One of the funniest parts is when he deals with his agent, trying to explain how the situation got out of control. 
 
   Michael Dorsey (Hoffman): You should have seen the look on her face when she thought I was a lesbian. 
 
   George Fields (Sydney Pollack): Lesbian? You just said gay. 
 
   Michael Dorsey: No, no, no — SANDY thinks I’m gay, JULIE thinks I’m a lesbian. 
 
   George Fields: I thought Dorothy was supposed to be straight? 
 
   Michael Dorsey: Dorothy IS straight. 
 
   The 1988 smash movie Big is about a 12-year-old boy whose wish to be big is granted at a mysterious fortune-telling machine at an amusement park. He wakes up the next morning as a full-grown man (Tom Hanks) who now has to find a way to survive in the adult world. The adolescent innocence used by Hanks in his role is priceless, such as during the cocktail party where he tries to eat the little baby corn hors d’oeuvre like a real cob of corn.
 
   Romantic comedy
 
   Sometimes denigrated as “chick flicks,” romance still sells box office tickets and makes for a great date movie. Romance themes are featured throughout most of the other genres in some form or another, but anything that tells the story of a man and woman falling in love, dealing with conflict and coming back to live happily ever after makes for a good film. And, if it makes us laugh, too, so much the better.
 
   As we mentioned before, the romance comedies of the thirties and forties were mostly categorized as “screwball” comedies in that they dealt with screwball characters and sometimes incredible situations. Undoubtedly, 1939 was a banner year for movies in general in which the following movies were nominated for Best Picture: Gone With the Wind; Dark Victory; Goodbye, Mr. Chips; Love Affair; Mr. Smith Goes to Washington; Ninotchka; Of Mice and Men; Stagecoach; The Wizard of Oz; and Wuthering Heights. Of those, we have several romantic dramas (Gone With the Wind, Love Affair, Dark Victory, Wuthering Heights) and a few that could come under the classification of romantic comedy (Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Ninotchka (Garbo Laughs!) and Goodbye, Mr. Chips). 
 
   Mr. Smith was one of many romantic comedies (and screwball comedies) from the thirties and forties directed by Frank Capra, who also brought us It Happened One Night, Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, You Can’t Take It With You , Meet John Doe, Arsenic and Old Lace and It’s a Wonderful Life. 
 
   The comedy genre can also be broken up into other classifications, such as sci-fi comedies, sports comedies and action comedies. Most of these also deal with romantic aspects as well. An excellent example is 1996’s Jerry McGuire (“You had me at ‘hello.’”), about a sports agent who learns how to deal with his only client and his new assistant/girlfriend. 
 
   There is quite a long list of science fiction/paranormal themes in romantic comedies, including What Women Want (about a man who can hear women’s thoughts), Groundhog Day (about a man reliving Groundhog Day over and over until he learns how to get his co-worker to fall in love with him), Ghostbusters (about a team of misfit scientists who start a ghost hunting business) and Night at the Museum (when a night-time security guard must deal with living museum characters).
 
   And, think about action movies that also had a romantic aspect, such as Smokey and the Bandit (man picks up a hitchhiking bride and evades sheriff), Stakeout (cop falls for women he is staking out) and True Lies (spy masquerades as dull husband while wife decides to get into the spy business on her own). 
 
   Other romantic comedies are just that: excellent movies with funny yet tender plots, such as When Harry Met Sally, Pretty Woman, You’ve Got Mail, My Big Fat Greek Wedding and The Proposal. 
 
   Screenwriters
 
   What makes a good screenwriter? Let’s look at some of the greats: Neil Simon, Woody Allen and Nora Ephron. What do they all have in common (besides the fact that they are all Jewish comedy writers)? When delving into the works of these three successful writers, one common theme is that they make comedy out of life itself — in particular, their own. 
 
   Simon, for example, based his first big hit, The Odd Couple, on an experience his older brother had after his divorce. His play/movie Chapter Two dealt with the death of his wife of 22 years. Allen acts in most of his movies and his life and own sense of neurotic humor make his films some of the funniest in movie history. Ephron has become the voice of scorned or divorced women, garnered from her life with drunk and suicidal parents and her three marriages. 
 
   Neil Simon
 
   Neil Simon uses a perceptive, yet jaundiced, eye on the world around him to create some of the best comic characters and stories ever made. He has written dozens of hit Broadway shows, and has had more plays adapted to film than any other playwright. Plus, he has written many original screenplays. 
 
    [image: Neil_Simon_NYWTS.jpg]He used his own life in his trilogy Brighton Beach Memoirs, Biloxi Blues and Broadway Bound. He used a romantic theme in many others, including The Goodbye Girl, Barefoot in the Park and Sweet Charity. All the characters in his movies seem like real people, shown with good sides and bad sides, funny sides and sad sides. In fact, other than the extremely witty dialogue and excellent comedy acting, many of his comedies could stand alone as dramas. Additionally, he had a whole group of movies that included broad parody, such as Murder By Death, The Cheap Detective, The Lonely Guy and The Heartbreak Kid.
 
   What makes Simon funny? Like many comedy writers, he doesn’t sit down and write funny lines, he writes a story with all-too-human characters. ”Everyone thinks they can write a play; you just write down what happened to you,” he said. “But the art of it is drawing from all the moments of your life.”
 
   According to The Concise Oxford Companion to American Theatre, “[Simon] is a shrewd observer of human foibles and a master of the one-line gag.” In other words, he knows how to realistically write about the painful moments in life and yet make them laugh-out-loud funny. 
 
   In The Odd Couple, the first great pairing of Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau, Matthau plays Oscar, a divorced, happy-go-lucky sportscaster slob and Lemmon plays Felix, a neurotic, obsessive-compulsive clean nut whose wife has left him (for obvious reasons). When Felix moves in with Oscar, this becomes a comedy concept made in heaven (or perhaps hell) with some of the funniest lines in movies.
 
   Murray: A whole bottle of pills! My God, get an ambulance!
 
   Oscar: Wait a minute, will ya?! We don’t even know what kind!
 
   Murray: What difference does it make?! He took a whole bottle!
 
   Oscar: Well, maybe they were vitamins! He could be the healthiest one in the room!
 
   Murray: A suicide telegram? Who sends a suicide telegram?
 
   Oscar: Felix, the nut, that’s who! Can you imagine getting a thing like that? She even had to tip the kid a quarter.
 
   Oscar: You’re not nothing, you’re something! You’re a person! You’re flesh, and blood, and bones, and hair, and nails, and ears! You’re not a fish. You’re not a buffalo. You’re you! You walk, and talk, and cry, and complain, and eat little green pills, and send suicide tele-grams. No one else does that, Felix, no one!
 
   _____________
 
   Oscar: You leave little notes on my pillow. Told you a-hundred-fifty-eight times I cannot stand little notes on my pillow. “We are all out of cornflakes. F.U.” Took me three hours to figure out “F.U.” was Felix Ungar.
 
   _____________
 
   Oscar: You can’t spend the rest of your life crying, it annoys people in the movies.
 
   Woody Allen
 
    [image: Woody_Allen_(2006).jpeg]Woody Allen could be considered the king of the quotable one-liners. Although he made several early comedy films with more broad humor (e.g., Bananas, Take the Money and Run), Annie Hall, his 1977 Best Picture Oscar winner, is definitely his start in solid movie comedy. Here he works off the angst of romance in New York (where almost all his movies are based) between a Jewish comedian, Alvy Singer (perhaps Allen’s self portrait) and a Midwestern WASP woman, Annie Hall (played by Diane Keaton). This “urban comedy” is about the couple’s relationship over a period of years. 
 
   Allen manages to be thoughtful and insightful in a series of vignettes during which he uses everyday occurrences to show how the relationship progressed. In some cases, the dialogue is funny purely because of Allen’s delivery. He knows exactly how to use his talents as an intelligent but insecure, somewhat wimpy character who tries to bravely deal with life. In the following dialogue, he interacts with a pushy fan while waiting for Annie. 
 
   Pedestrian: Are you on television?
 
   Alvy: No. (After a long pause, Alvy admits) Yeah, once in a while...
 
   Pedestrian: What’s your name?
 
   Alvy: You wouldn’t know. It doesn’t matter. What’s the difference?
 
   Pedestrian: You’re on, uh, the, uh, Johnny Carson, right?
 
   Alvy: Once in a while, you know...
 
   Pedestrian: What’s your name?
 
   Alvy: I’m — I’m uh, I’m Robert Redford.
 
   Pedestrian: Come on.
 
   Alvy (extends his hand for a shake): Alvy Singer. It was nice. Thanks very much for everything.
 
   Pedestrian: Hey (loudly beckoning a friend)! Dis is Alvy Singah!
 
   Alvy (exasperated): Fellas, you know...
 
   Pedestrian: Dis guy’s on television!!! Alvy Singer. Right? Am I right?
 
   Alvy: Gimme a break...
 
   Pedestrian: Dis guy’s on television!!!
 
   Alvy: I need the large polo mallet.
 
   2nd man: Who’s on television?
 
   Pedestrian: Dis guy — on the Johnny Carson Show.
 
   Alvy: Fellas, what is this? A meeting of the Teamsters?
 
   2nd man: What program?
 
   Pedestrian: Kineye ‘ave your ortograph?
 
   Alvy: You don’t want my autograph.
 
   Pedestrian: No, I do. It’s for my girlfriend. Make it out to Ralph.
 
   Alvy (after a double-take): Your girlfriend’s name is Ralph?
 
   Pedestrian: It’s for my bruddah. (He is handed the autograph) ALVY SINGER!! HEY! THIS IS ALVY SINGER!!
 
   Finally, an irritable Annie pulls up in a taxicab.
 
   Alvy: Jesus, what did you do? Come by way of the Panama Canal?
 
   Annie: I’m in a bad mood, OK?
 
   Alvy: Bad mood? I’m standing with the cast of The Godfather. 
 
   Annie: You’re gonna have to learn to deal with it.
 
   Alvy: I’m dealin’ with two guys named Cheech.
 
   In addition to great dialogue, Allen uses a combination of cinematic techniques to enhance his story. These include direct addresses to the camera (taking down the fourth wall, the imaginary barrier between characters and the audience), flashbacks to his childhood, appearances from “experts” playing themselves (e.g., philosopher and author Marshall McLuhan comes into the film to settle an argument); split screens, voice-overs and even some animation. 
 
   Nora Ephron
 
    [image: Nora_Ephron.jpg]In Ephron’s first big comedy hit, When Harry Met Sally (1989), she shows us an unsentimental, true-to-life look at relationships by examining the idea of whether a man and a woman can just be friends without sex getting in the way. Although it has been hailed as a “chick flick,” this romantic comedy is one of the top grossing comedy films. 
 
   Witty dialogue with hilarious delivery from comedian Billy Crystal and comic actress Meg Ryan, make it funny from the beginning (when they share a car ride to college) to the end many years later (after the two lead characters – just friends — “do it”). No one will forget the scene about faking orgasms in which Sally demonstrates in a crowded restaurant just how women can fake an orgasm so the guy never knows. Of course, the topper is when another female diner gives her order to the waiter: “I’ll have what she’s having.”
 
   Ephron’s dialogue deals with some of the real-life questions in modern romances. Here’s a good example of a conversation between Harry and Sally when they accidentally meet again after several years. He is telling her he’s getting married.
 
   Harry: You know you just get to a certain point where you get tired of the whole thing.
 
   Sally: What “whole thing”?
 
   Harry: The whole life-of-a-single-guy thing. You meet someone, you have the safe lunch, you decide you like each other enough to move on to dinner. You go dancing, you do the white-man’s over-bite, go back to her place, you have sex and the minute you’re finished you know what goes through your mind? How long do I have to lie here and hold her before I can get up and go home. Is thirty seconds enough?
 
   Sally: (In disgust) That’s what you’re thinking? Is that true? 
 
   Harry: Sure! All men think that. How long do you want to be held afterwards? All night, right? See there’s your problem, somewhere between thirty seconds and all night is your problem.
 
   Sally: I don’t have a problem!
 
   Harry: Yeah, you do.
 
   Other screenwriters
 
   George Wing, the screenwriter for 50 First Dates, claims loving your characters helps bring comedy to life. Wing says he does a lot of writing outside of his home, in restaurants for example, and he knows he has written something funny when he embarrasses himself by laughing out loud. “If you begin to love your character, he will come alive, and then the good stuff starts to flow.” 
 
   Alec Berg, Jeff Schaffer and Dave Mandel worked together on television shows such as Seinfeld and Saturday Night Live before trying a comedy screenplay, Eurotrip (2004), about a high school graduate who decides to go on an overseas adventure with his friends after he’s dumped by his girlfriend. Schaffer says, “We hash it out in a collaborative effort because comedy really is a collaboration. And then we still have to test our theories. As writers we have a vision, but we’re not actors. Hopefully a comedian will take our words and make them better and will add to the whole creation.”
 
   In screenwriter Ed Solomon’s opinion, achieving comedy in film is especially difficult because “in film there are 100 reasons a joke won’t come off. Those reasons may have as much to do with the actor’s delivery or the shooting or the editing as with the writing. In film, it’s incredibly hard to get it right.” 
 
   Writing and selling your screenplay
 
   It’s also sometimes hard to get started. What’s involved in writing and selling a successful comedy screenplay?
 
   Writing
 
   Obviously, your first objective in writing your screenplay is to come up with a fresh idea that appeals to you. Just as Simon, Allen and Ephron did, look at your own life experiences to see if you can find something to work with. This could be your interaction with a special group of friends, a wild trip somewhere, a romantic relationship, etc. Remember, that audiences like movies that deal with real-life situations they can identify with, and if you can make them laugh at that life, you’ve got the basis for a blockbuster.
 
   There are many elements to consider before sitting down to writing your script. For example:
 
   What genre are you interested in: Do you want to write a satire, slapstick/spoof, romantic comedy, dark comedy, a parody or farce?
 
   What is your basic story: Are you writing about life experiences, a certain event, a group of people, an adventure trip, a love affair?
 
   Who are your main characters: Who is the hero, the villain, the love interest, the buddy?
 
   In Chapter 7 on sitcoms, we covered ways to develop your characters by thinking about how you would describe a person close to you: 
 
   Looks: Hair, weight, height, overall appearance. 
 
   Past: In what environment were they raised (a happy home, divorced parents, dysfunctional family unit, poor, rich, middle-class, educated/ not educated)? 
 
   Personality: How has that background affected their personality? For example, if the person is raised in a poor, uneducated household, does he/she resent rich people? Does the person want to be better than his/her past? Does he/she act tough but is vulnerable on the inside? 
 
   What funny situations might happen with this character? 
 
   How will this character relate to the other characters?
 
   It is important to map out how the story starts, progresses and concludes. An outline usually helps here to make sure you have thought through the entire process. Once you start writing, you may find that you want to change events or characters, but having a good idea of what you are trying to achieve helps get your juices started.
 
   Another good way to get started is to enroll in classes are available on-site and online for new writers to learn how to combine structure, story and dialogue into a sellable screenplay. Through these classes, you can learn the ins and outs of good comedy writing. 
 
    
 
   Set Pieces
 
   Your comedy screenplay will live or die by the quality of your set pieces.   But what’s a set piece?   These are scenes or mini-sequences that exploit the premise of your film and make for the “trailer moments” – those signature moments.    The Marx Brothers classic Stateroom Scene?   Set piece.
 
   Think of THERE’S SOMETHING ABOUT MARY and you think of… “That scene where Matt Damon has to revive the dog he tried to knock out but almost killed.”   That’s a set piece.   They ideally advance the story and shed new light on the characters.   The chest waxing scene in 40 YEAR OLD VIRGIN = set piece.  The backyard washout and fire in MEET THE PARENTS… Well, you get it now.   Set piece.
 
   Ideally your script has four or five set pieces creating big laughs moments.   More than just individual lines, there are large laugh scenes that may be largely visual and usually end with a “topper” – that one line that provides the final big laugh.   In WHEN HARRY MET SALLY, Billy Crystal suggested the topper for the fake orgasm restaurant scene, “I’ll have what she’s having” on the set the day of shooting.  If you’re lucky you’ll have great comedians writing your lines as well, but don’t count on it.   Get it down on the page and your script will be remembered.
 
   Screenwriting Classes
 
   In Truby’s Writing Studio, you learn about the 11 key story beats for what the class describes as the seven major comic story structures: action comedy, traveling angel, buddy picture, romantic comedy, farce, black comedy and satire. Finding the right comic structure is key, according to this class. In addition, you learn how to set up jokes and find different ways to make a character funny. 
 
   One piece of advice to new comedy screenwriters is that they should avoid trying to “front-load” the script with as many jokes as possible in the first 10 minutes of the picture. The thought behind doing this, supposedly, is once you get the audience laughing, they will keep laughing throughout the film. Not so. Finding the right structure, characters and story will serve you much better in creating a funny film than will writing a series of gags right out of the gates. 
 
   In his one-day seminar, screenwriting guru Robert McKee tells us that, “you know you have written a true comedy when you sit an ‘innocent victim’ down and pitch your story.” If you just say what happens without any witty dialogue or gags, and the victim laughs, then you have a comedy.
 
   Screenwriting software
 
   Another helpful tool for potential writers is screenwriting software that guides you in writing to industry standards. Screenplay formatting includes the following (and more):
 
   Sluglines or Scene Headings, in all-caps, which appear at the beginning of a new scene and tell us the scene’s setting (e.g., INT. BANK VAULT – NIGHT).
 
   Action Description (which always follows a slugline) to say what is happening on the screen and which characters are participating (e.g., Alice stumbles through the ransacked room. Books, papers—everything has been searched. She picks up a family photo).
 
   Character Name appears above any dialogue to say which character is speaking. This is always in all-caps and centered. Lesser characters don’t necessarily need names (e.g., CLERK, BANK TELLER, etc.). If more than one of a group of minor characters speaks, call them by number (e.g., CLERK #1, CLERK #2)
 
   Dialogue. The character’s words placed under the character’s name. 
 
   The software will help you with margins and spacing and provides the following features: 
 
   Smart-type tool to enter a few letters to automatically bring up complete names, locations, etc. 
 
   Memory to find character names and scene headings everywhere in your script. 
 
   Page count tracker (you will want to have about 100 pages). 
 
   Import/export ability to move scripts into other software.
 
   Change tracker to check changes made by several collaborators 
 
   Ability to bookmark and make notes about special sections to help you keep track of your writing.
 
   Pitching your screenplay
 
   When you are ready to pitch your screenplay, create two versions: a two-minute version, called a teaser pitch, and a 10-20 minute version, called the story pitch. 
 
   A teaser pitch is something like the logline we described in Chapter 7 for a television sitcom. For some good examples, look at the descriptions on the back of your movie DVD cases. With a teaser pitch, you need to hook your listeners into your film’s story premise, genre and scope. In addition, you could add in how the film might be cast, cost to make it, how to market it and similar films it resembles. Then, introduce your characters, the story’s conflict/ hook and a hint of the conclusion. After you write down the basics, time yourself to make sure you have kept your teaser to two minutes or less. If the studio executives want to know more, they will ask questions. 
 
   The story pitch is longer than the teaser pitch, but because industry executives are usually on frantic schedules and have a limited attention span, it is advised you keep it under 10 minutes if possible. Again, use your logline, then talk about the heroes, their goals, the conflict, what they are trying to win/achieve, any pivotal events and the conclusion. Try to tell a story rather than go through your script chronologically, and avoid getting into too many subplots or other details. 
 
   For either type of pitch, be prepared, rehearse in front of friends or family, anticipate questions and, above all, go in with all the enthusiasm you can muster. 
 
   Can you do it?
 
   Just like any creative endeavor, writing a good comedy screenplay isn’t for sissies. However, new comedy films come out every week, so it is possible to find that perfect combination of genre, story, characters and dialogue to get your name up there on the big screen.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CONCLUSION
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   Is Comedy the Life for You?
 
   Throughout this book, we have discussed the various elements of comedy and the essentials that make us laugh. Most comedians agree that you have to look at life through your particular humor lens and make it funny for the rest of us. People with a special knack can do that just musing about how shopping carts get tangled up at the store, making a funny face, slipping on a banana peel or imitating the president. 
 
   If you find the funny in the world around you and know the way to communicate that to others and make them laugh, you have the raw material to be a comedian. In looking at almost any comic’s background, he or she was usually considered the “class clown” who disrupted class with wisecracks and funny gags. Not only do these people see what’s funny, they have an urge to share it with others. Once they hear an audience of one or 20 people laughing at one of their jokes, they’re hooked. That’s what they work for — the laugh, the recognition of being clever or on-purpose silly — not the money and fame (although that definitely helps!).
 
   As we have explored, there are many ways to make comedy into a career. You can use your uniquely honed sixth sense of humor to deliver a knock-down stand-up routine. You can draw your humor into a droll comic strip that helps us laugh at the “stuff” life hands us. You can write about characters that either you or other talented people act out for the small or large screen. Through a humorous sketch, you can parody a corporate meeting, a politician’s speech or a classroom lesson to illustrate the ridiculous side of serious business.
 
   Additionally, there are many ways to structure your funny material with various types of jokes from puns to anecdotes to flips to triples. Take something mundane, add something incongruous and turn it into a belly laugh. 
 
   After all, we all need humor to help us deal with our stressful, tedious, sometimes un-fun lives. Make us laugh at it. Make us realize that life doesn’t have to be so serious. Find your special way to share your talent with the rest of us poor schmucks. 
 
   The great talents all have their own view on what comedy really is. For example, Charlie Chaplin once said, “All I need to make a comedy is a park, a policeman and a pretty girl.” Mel Brooks philosophized that, “good taste is the enemy of comedy.” Then, of course, Steve Martin’s urbane and worldly view: “Comedy is the art of making people laugh without making them puke.” The ultimate truism about funniness, the one quoted the most often from actor Edmund Gwenn, is very basic: “Dying is easy. Comedy is difficult.”
 
   Take these thoughts on comedy for what they are – other people’s thoughts! Go out there and find out for yourself! 
 
  
 
  


 
   APPENDIX I
 
   More Funny Words 
 
   In an article in the New Yorker published in 1936, H. L. Mencken states that "k words" are funny.  To wit, "K, for some occult reason, has always appealed to the oafish risibles of the American plain people, and its presence in the names of many ... places has helped to make them joke towns ... for example, Kankakee, Kalamazoo, Hoboken, Hohokus, Yonkers, Squeedunk, "Stinktown" and Brooklyn." 
 
   In Neil Simon's play The Sunshine Boys, a character says, "Words with a k in it are funny. Alka-Seltzer is funny. Chicken is funny. Pickle is funny. All with a k. Ls are not funny. Ms are not funny."
 
   So we put that as a category.   “Q” Words (with the ‘K’ sound) and “K” Words
 
   Words from childhood and adolescence.   These are words we know (they ‘occupy mental real estate’) but we don’t think of them often and they create surprise. 
 
   Medical or technical.   Odd words we don’t hear often.
 
   Here’s a list to start.    Add your own in a comedy notebook and plug in when needed.   
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
    
      
      	 goofy golf
  
      	 puma
  
      	 squeal amok
  
     
 
      
      	 The Smurfs
  
      	 Latvia
  
      	 pluck
  
     
 
      
      	 mood ring
  
      	 limpwristed
  
      	 breeding
  
     
 
      
      	 junior college
  
      	 sugardaddy
  
      	 Yugo
  
     
 
      
      	 wolf boy
  
      	 boys camp
  
      	 gremlin (the car)
  
     
 
      
      	 household appliances
  
      	 summer camp
  
      	 duck
  
     
 
      
      	 durable consumer goods
  
      	 girl scouts
  
      	 lobes
  
     
 
      
      	 supple
  
      	 boy scouts
  
      	 tongue
  
     
 
      
      	 sissy,
  
      	 kumquat
  
      	 pumping
  
     
 
      
      	 tattletale
  
      	 three
  
      	 squirt
  
     
 
      
      	 Conan
  
      	 five
  
      	 finger painting
  
     
 
      
      	 blow torch
  
      	 preparation h
  
      	 whipped cream
  
     
 
      
      	 carport
  
      	 show massage
  
      	 Mcnuggets
  
     
 
      
      	 punk
  
      	 jet ski
  
      	 show tunes
  
     
 
      
      	 nubile
  
      	 notorious
  
      	 nigh light
  
     
 
      
      	 nose hair
  
      	 dance fever
  
      	 abdomen
  
     
 
      
      	 tweak
  
      	 hamster
  
      	 groin
  
     
 
      
      	 hygiene
  
      	 gerbil
  
      	 inner thigh
  
     
 
      
      	 hygienist
  
      	 ferret
  
      	 tattooed
  
     
 
      
      	 field trips
  
      	 rodent
  
      	 lick
  
     
 
      
      	 sissy pants
  
      	 ant farm
  
      	 baffled
  
     
 
      
      	 gym
  
      	 ping pong
  
      	 sleazy
  
     
 
      
      	 recess
  
      	 silly putty
  
      	 Cher
  
     
 
      
      	 go steady
  
      	 cheese
  
      	 burger king
  
     
 
      
      	 hall pass
  
      	 twister
  
      	 goober
  
     
 
      
      	 shop class
  
      	 iguana
  
      	 hooters
  
     
 
      
      	 study hall
  
      	 serbo-croation
  
      	 moose
  
     
 
      
      	 fish sticks
  
      	 Jello
  
      	 freshly
  
     
 
      
      	 Bunsen burner
  
      	 squirrel
  
      	 quotas
  
     
 
      
      	 tinker toy
  
      	 duck
  
      	 odors
  
     
 
      
      	 Lincoln log
  
      	 crayon
  
      	 communicable
  
     
 
      
      	 Mr. potato head
  
      	 magic marker
  
      	 shaved 
  
     
 
      
      	 slinky
  
      	 hyena
  
      	 cheap
  
     
 
      
      	 buttocks
  
      	 rabbit
  
      	 excretions
  
     
 
      
      	 chest
  
      	 Mr. Bubble
  
      	 slimy 
  
     
 
      
      	 slug
  
      	 woodpecker
  
      	 pelvic region
  
     
 
      
      	 lanced 
  
      	 exchange gunfire
  
      	 taunt
  
     
 
      
      	 crackpot
  
      	 custard
  
      	 electric typewriter
  
     
 
      
      	 bodily
  
      	 colander
  
      	 size
  
     
 
      
      	 furball
  
      	 bongos
  
      	 hairy
  
     
 
      
      	 ooze
  
      	 dance lesson
  
      	 nipples
  
     
 
      
      	 oozing
  
      	 parrot
  
      	 egg
  
     
 
      
      	 roman empire
  
      	 factory
  
      	 Alka Seltzer
  
     
 
      
      	 uterus
  
      	 pizza
  
      	 cupcake
  
     
 
      
      	 nasty
  
      	 genitalia
  
      	 cookie
  
     
 
      
      	 stench
  
      	 genital
  
      	 cucumber
  
     
 
      
      	 smell
  
      	 so-called
  
      	 car keys Cleveland
  
     
 
      
      	 tied tubes
  
      	 sensuous
  
      	 chicken
  
     
 
      
      	 stretch marks
  
      	 limbs
  
      	 pickle turkey Buick 
  
     
 
      
      	 afterbirth
  
      	 succulent
  
      	 Becky 
  
     
 
      
      	 dissected
  
      	 marsupials
  
      	 Guido
  
     
 
      
      	 wolverine
  
      	 delousing
  
      	 Percy
  
     
 
      
      	 butch
  
      	 upholstered
  
      	 lucky peanut
  
     
 
      
      	 Sid
  
      	 cheaply
  
      	 sucker
  
     
 
      
      	 putrid
  
      	 degrade
  
      	 jelly bean
  
     
 
      
      	 pastry
  
      	 squeeze
  
      	 frankfurter
  
     
 
      
      	 training bra
  
      	 stick
  
      	 lollipop
  
     
 
      
      	 training wheels
  
      	 messy
  
      	 lemon
  
     
 
      
      	 geese
  
      	 enhanced
  
      	 tutti-frutti
  
     
 
      
      	 gums
  
      	 half-truths
  
      	 prune
  
     
 
      
      	 aplenty
  
      	 innuendo
  
      	 diapers
  
     
 
      
      	 squirm
  
      	 whims
  
      	 navel
  
     
 
      
      	 penmanship
  
      	 cable TV
  
      	 a nickel
  
     
 
      
      	 vacuum cleaner salesman
  
      	 roller derby
  
      	 a quarter
  
     
 
      
      	 sideburns
  
      	 wrestling
  
      	 a buck
  
     
 
      
      	 smeared
  
      	 tractor pulls
  
      	 goose 
  
     
 
      
      	 elk
  
      	 disco
  
      	 slimy 
  
     
 
      
      	 buttocks
  
      	 bellbottoms
  
      	 pelvic region
  
     
 
      
      	 chest
  
      	 quadrant
  
      	 taunt
  
     
 
      
      	 slug
  
      	 cute 
  
      	 electric typewriter
  
     
 
      
      	 lanced 
  
      	 woodpecker
  
      	 size
  
     
 
      
      	 crackpot
  
      	 exchange gunfire
  
      	 hairy
  
     
 
      
      	 bodily
  
      	 custard
  
      	 nipples
  
     
 
      
      	 furball
  
      	 colander
  
      	 egg
  
     
 
      
      	 ooze
  
      	 bongos
  
      	 Alka Seltzer
  
     
 
      
      	 oozing
  
      	 dance lesson
  
      	 cupcake
  
     
 
      
      	 roman empire
  
      	 parrot
  
      	 cookie
  
     
 
      
      	 uterus
  
      	 factory
  
      	 cucumber
  
     
 
      
      	 nasty
  
      	 pizza
  
      	 car keys Cleveland
  
     
 
      
      	 stench
  
      	 genitalia
  
      	 chicken
  
     
 
      
      	 smell
  
      	 genital
  
      	 pickle turkey Buick 
  
     
 
      
      	 tied tubes
  
      	 so-called
  
      	 Becky 
  
     
 
      
      	 stretch marks
  
      	 sensuous
  
      	 Guido
  
     
 
      
      	 afterbirth
  
      	 limbs
  
      	 Percy
  
     
 
      
      	 dissected
  
      	 succulent
  
      	 lucky peanut
  
     
 
      
      	 wolverine
  
      	 marsupials
  
      	 sucker
  
     
 
      
      	 butch
  
      	 delousing
  
      	 jelly bean
  
     
 
      
      	 Sid
  
      	 upholstered
  
      	 frankfurter
  
     
 
      
      	 putrid
  
      	 cheaply
  
      	 lollipop
  
     
 
      
      	 pastry
  
      	 degrade
  
      	 lemon
  
     
 
      
      	 training bra
  
      	 squeeze
  
      	 tutti-frutti
  
     
 
      
      	 training wheels
  
      	 stick
  
      	 prune
  
     
 
      
      	 geese
  
      	 messy
  
      	 diapers
  
     
 
      
      	 gums
  
      	 enhanced
  
      	 navel
  
     
 
      
      	 aplenty
  
      	 half-truths
  
      	 a nickel
  
     
 
      
      	 squirm
  
      	 innuendo
  
      	 a quarter
  
     
 
      
      	 penmanship
  
      	 whims
  
      	 a buck
  
     
 
      
      	 vacuum cleaner salesman
  
      	 cable TV
  
      	 goose 
  
     
 
      
      	 sideburns
  
      	 roller derby
  
      	 specimen
  
     
 
      
      	 smeared
  
      	 wrestling
  
      	 gynecologist
  
     
 
      
      	 elk
  
      	 tractor pulls
  
      	 psychiatrist
  
     
 
      
      	 belly button
  
      	 disco
  
      	 proctologist
  
     
 
      
      	 bowling shoes
  
      	 bellbottoms
  
      	 tweezers
  
     
 
      
      	 quack
  
      	 quadrant
  
      	 squash
  
     
 
      
      	 yak
  
      	 cute 
  
      	 specimen
  
     
 
      
      	 doggie breath
  
      	 fruitcake
  
      	 gynecologist
  
     
 
      
      	 fruit
  
      	 Twinkie
  
      	 psychiatrist
  
     
 
      
      	 belly button
  
      	 yuck
  
      	 proctologist
  
     
 
      
      	 bowling shoes
  
      	 condoms
  
      	 tweezers
  
     
 
      
      	 quack
  
      	 hernia
  
      	 squash
  
     
 
      
      	 yak
  
      	 enema
  
      	 car keys Cleveland
  
     
 
    
   
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
  
 
  


 
   APPENDIX II
 
   CARTOON SITUATIONS
 
    
 
   Here’s a handy list of situations and settings for cartoons or quick scene gags:
 
   1.  Jail
 
   2.  Desert Island
 
   3.  Precocious Kids
 
   4.  Man seeking job / job interview
 
   5.  Boss and Employee
 
   6.  Student and Professors
 
   7.  Sidewalk Vendors
 
   8.  Chrystal ball / Psychic
 
   9.  Corporate Boardroom
 
   10.  Person Writing in Diary
 
   11.  Cocktail Party
 
   12.   Famous Artwork
 
   13.  People talking in cars
 
   14.  Two Drunks in a Bar
 
   15.  Cavemen and Cavewomen
 
   16.  Historical Figures
 
   17.  Doctors
 
   18.  Psychiatrists
 
   19.  UFO Landing
 
   20.  Two Young Professionals
 
   21.  Surgeon Operating
 
   22.   Police Lineup
 
   23.   Reading a Will
 
   24.  Person Parachuting
 
   25.  Person taking a Survey
 
   26.  Two Guys on a Raft
 
   27.  Mountain Climbing
 
   28.  Duel
 
   29.  Wife Visiting Prisoner
 
   30.  Wise Man/Guru
 
   31.  Circus
 
   32.  Mad Scientist
 
   33.  A Wishing Well
 
   34.  Airline Pilot
 
   35.  Guy Making Speech
 
   36.  Guy to Flight Attendant
 
   37.  Famous Quotations
 
                 a) Their Origin
 
                 b)  Used in a New Context
 
   38.  Fixing Up a House
 
   39.  Doing Housework
 
   40.  Sporting Events
 
   41.  Courtroom / lawyers / Judge
 
   42.  Talking animals
 
                 a) Pets
 
                 b) Zoo
 
                 c) Nature
 
   43.  Scientific Discoveries
 
   44.  Peons in Power (e.g. Sales Clerk, Government Worker)
 
   45.  TV Repair
 
   46.  Plumber
 
   47.  Camping
 
   48.  Scout Troup
 
   49.  Girl Scout Cookies
 
   50.  Art Auction
 
   51.  Funeral / Eulogy
 
   52.  Execution / Last Words
 
   53.  Headlines 
 
   54.  Nursery Rhymes
 
   55.  Two Guys in Jail
 
   56.  Man Panhandling
 
   57.  Funny Signs
 
                 a) Directions
 
                 b) Advertising
 
   58.  Tailors
 
   59.  People Shopping
 
   60.  Bedtime Stories
 
   61.   Famous Songs
 
                 a) Writing of
 
                 b) Lyrics of in surprising context
 
   62.  Computers
 
                 a) Use of
 
                 b) Terminology in new context
 
   63.  Publisher meets with Author
 
   64.  Being Seated at Restaurant
 
   65.  Movie Producers
 
   66.  People on Vacation
 
   67.  Testifying before Congress
 
   68.   Mirror
 
                 a) Talking reflection
 
                 b) Something strange reflected back
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   APPENDIX V
 
   
 
  

BUSTER KEATONISMS
 
    [image: Buster_Keaton_1941.JPG] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As one of the earliest members of the Damfinos, the Buster Keaton fan club, I purchased an engraved pen which was presented to Buster’s widow, Eleanor Keaton.    Few know that she was the owner of the St. Bernard dogs used in the Beethoven films.  
 
   Buster Keaton was perhaps the greatest of all film comedians.   I suggest Walter Kerr’s book The Silent Clowns as a must-read on the era.  Brownlow’s documentary, A Hard Act to Follow, is a must-see.    But start first with Keaton’s silent films.
 
   Here are some approaches and techniques Keaton used:
 
   1.  Keaton does a take by putting his hands on his hips (remember, he is the Great Stoneface so he must use his body), scratches the back of his head, and has a puzzled look on his face.
 
   2.  For a take shot in extreme close up, Keaton slowly blinks his eyes.
 
   3.  Things go on in the background Keaton doesn’t notice, but the audience does.  Classic example in The General where Buster chops wood as both  the Confederate and Union armies pass in the background.
 
   ZAZ (Airplane!, Naked Gun) used this same approach many times.
 
   This is also a big difference between Buster and Chaplin.   Chaplin was always the center of attention.   Keaton’s approach is more filmic and exploits the medium.  
 
   4.  Buster looks up to see if it has rained whenever something falls from the sky (e.g. arrows in The Paleface).
 
   5.  Buster tries to kiss the girl with various obstacles arising (most famously in the final sequence of Seven Chances).
 
   Several of Keaton’s films will be discussed in my upcoming book on essential comedy films.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   APPENDIX VI
 
   THE ZAZ FIFTEEN RULES OF COMEDY 
(From the creators of AIRPLANE! and NAKED GUN)
 
   
1. JOKE ON A JOKE Two jokes at the same time cancel each other out. When an actor delivers a punchline, it should be done seriously. It dilutes the comedy to try to be funny on top of it. Likewise, if there is something silly going on in the background, the foreground action must be free of jokes and vice-versa.

2. ACKNOWLEDGEMENT Actors in the foreground must ignore jokes happening behind them. At the end of “Naked Gun,” Priscilla Presley tells Leslie Nielsen “Everybody needs a friend like you.” They never acknowledge O.J. Simpson’s wheelchair careening down the steps and launching him into the air.

3. UNRELATED BACKGROUND A joke happening in the background must be related in some way to the action in the foreground. The reason why the O.J. Simpson joke works is because he’s flying through the air as a result of being slapped on the back by Drebin.
 
   4. BREAKING THE FRAME Don’t remind the audience that they’re watching a movie. This is the rule most often legally bypassed, but a movie has to be a strong one to withstand more than one or two of these.
 
   5. TRIVIA A joke using references so arcane that few people will ever get it.
 
   6. JERRY LEWIS Don’t use a comedian in a straight man role. Scenes in a parody ought to mimic the real thing. That means, basically, follow Rule #1. You’ve got funny lines in the script. If you add comedians (and “funny” sets, “funny” character names, “funny” wardrobe, etc.), it’s a joke on a joke. (Ed. Note: The “no funny names” rule is fastidiously followed. As far as I know, there’s only one major exception in the ZAZ canon, and that’s the villainous Mr. Papshmear from Naked Gun.)
 
   
7. AXE GRINDING When the joke is overshadowed by some message, it gets unfunny fast.
 
   8. SELF CONSCIOUS Any jokes about the movie itself, the movie business or comedy itself. A strict no-no because it prevents the audience from being invested in plot and character.

9. STRAW DUMMY Where the intended target is setup by the writer instead of real life. Even if the joke hits the target, who cares?

10. CAN YOU LIVE WITH IT? Once a joke is made, it can’t be allowed to hang around after the initial laughs. In “Naked Gun,” Frank and Ed are seated in a car, their lips turned ridiculously pink from the pistachio nuts they’re munching. But one scene later, when Frank goes snooping in the bad guy’s apartment, he’s got to be clean. It’s kind of like buying a personalized license plate. How long can “I H8 MEN” be funny?
 
   11. THAT DIDN’T HAPPEN Something that totally defies all logic but is on and off the screen so fast that we get away with it. Example: Robert Stack in “Airplane!” yells to Lloyd Bridges, “He can’t land, they’re on instruments!” And of course we cut to the cockpit and four of the actors are playing musical instruments. Seconds later, in the next scene, the saxophone and clarinets have disappeared. If it’s done right, no one in the audience will ask where the instruments went. (Ed. Note: As tastes change, so too must comedy. Visual puns were hysterical in Airplane! in part because no one had really done them before. If we tried that joke now, it would be a “ya ta ta ta ta ta.”)
 
   12. LATE HIT You know a particular target has had enough when it’s been raked over the coals by Leno, Letterman, the MTV Awards, etc.
 
   
13. TECHNICAL PIZZAZZ Special effects don’t necessarily mean funny.
 
   
14. HANGING ON Don’t play a joke too long. When it reaches its peak, get the scissors. 
 
      
15. THERE ARE NO RULES
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
    
 
   APPENDIX V
 
   TEX AVERY THEMES: GENIUS DEFINED
 
   Best known as the creator of Bugs Bunny, Tex Avery was a writer/director of many classic cartoons.  Here are some approaches he used to create laughs:
 
    
 
    
    	The physicality of a character is the direct expression of his emotional state.   For example, huge eyes for surprise or multiple heads popping with eyes bulging out for curiosity.
 
    	Avery ‘substance’ forms the characters’ bodies and the characters are hollow physically.  This substance will bend, stretch, burn, shrink, crack, etc. and regenerate.   Call it ‘cartoon stuff,’ the stuff dreams are made of.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Explosions effects on characters:
 
     
     	Blackened face, hair straight back
 
     	Object obstructing character from the explosion leaves a hole in character the size and shape of that object;
 
     	Leaves only outline of face
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Catch phrase, “I’ve been sick” pops up in many cartoons.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Characters able to put on “brakes” with a rubber meets road screech sound effect and smoke.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Exploitation of offscreen contents (the pull back to reveal gag).   This developed into ‘impossible’ pull backs or reveals.    E.g. alligator with normal-sized head in water.  It walks onto land to reveal a tiny body.
 
   
 
    
 
    
     
     	More innovative is the exploitation of two-dimensional cartoon space.   Avery lost an eye as a result of a practical joke gone wrong.   This was actually used by him as an asset for cartoon perspective.   
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
     
     	The viewer posits a filmic level of reality on the moving drawings.   Avery breaks down this natural process resulting in a break between what is expected and what is given… and we laugh!    E.g. the “Where are the girls?” scene.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The sudden stop in a quickly moving sequence, usually for a direct aside (Brechtian speaking to the audience).   Or for a Coke break.  
 
     
     	The natural extension is stopping what couldn’t be done in ‘reality’ – e.g. a horse in mid-gallop.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The machinery of film is exposed.   In one cartoon a hair on the screen is actually drawn into the film and commented on by the characters (this gag was used at least twice).   Or the film will run off the frame, or fixing a skipping soundtrack.   Characters, in another variation, see the beginning and end titles or the narrator can be heard by the characters.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Frank Sinatra lampooning.   The teen idol of the day.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	“Sucker” signs.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Extreme numbers with quick movements.  Always fast movements.   For example, ducks coming and going, large numbers, very fast.   A group of people enter a plane in sped- up fashion (200 people in a second).   Speed overcomes logic in its motion.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The character is subordinate to the gag.   Droopy is a great example of this.  A slow-moving character.   However, at the end of several cartoons he spazzes out and acts entirely out of character.  Laughs are gained at the expense and contradiction of the character.  It’s achievement is through the direct violation of all of Droopy’s essence.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Sensuality.  Red Hot Riding Hood, dancing doll, swooning sax.  The ENERGY of it is more important than its sexuality.  For example, The Wolf going nuts over the dancer is the point, not the cause of, his arousal.   Same thing with violence.   This energy overcomes death in “Red Hot Riding Hood.”
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Objects acting human.  Body parts acting human (e.g. eyes knocking).   All are transference of human characteristics to other objects.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Character putting something that would cushion the blow two-and-a-half feet to the left of where the victim lands, or pulled away on purpose by the supposed helper at the last possible moment. 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Characters possession of the knowledge they are in a cartoon, especially Screwy Squirrel.   How sane is this squirrel?   If insanity is defining one’s worldview regardless of the actual world, then isn’t a character who lives in a world which can be self-defined (Cartoonland) the sanest one around?
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	A phone booth can be anywhere.   Really, any object is the character’s desire way from being physically manifested.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Avery’s world is a world of images and sounds.   Screwy Squirrel can make himself seasick looking at a picture of a sea he drew with the swaying sound effect.  Whatever a character draws is as real as everything else in his cartoon reality.  He can feel the swaying of a ship; the fact he’s on land doesn’t matter.  He relates to his world through sights and sounds. 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Objects have no weight. 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	A character once leaving the screen can reappear anywhere -- even if the object he disappeared into is still present.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Avery uses standard fairy tale stories as take off points.  Why?  Everyone knows the story, thus making it an easy mental reference.   The story creates an expectation he can then spoof without having the audience worry about the actual story events or completion.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	 The “modern” look – long cars.   Art Deco.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Visual literalizing  of clichés – “Symphony in Slang” is an entire cartoon using these and  the “Brainstorm” gag in “King Size Comedy.” 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The character’s knowledge of its interdependence on an adversary.  They realize the opposition creates them.   There can be no chase without a chaser.  They often end as friends, their tasks complete.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Understatement dialogue.   The entire Droopy character is based on this.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Overstated visuals.  Looney bin’s building shaped “NUTZ.”
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	The use of magic wands.  They make everything appear, like the cartoonists’ pen. 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	His “take” is the usually the character’s eyes getting large or popping out. 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Drugs and potions have immediate effect, e.g. sleeping pill or quick grow pill. 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Multiple paths make character or objects split into.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	You can’t get rid of Droopy (as much as you may want to).  
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Rich coordination of visuals with soundtrack (see “Magical Maestro”).
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	A character who starts out as the chasee (one being chased) but later gains an edge and then becomes the tormentor will be punished for abusing this edge (see Bad Luck Blackie).
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Mystery girls (obscured face) turn out to be dogs (usually).
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	A disguised bomb actually becomes the object it is disguised as to the intended victim.  That is, until the bomber picks it up again, then “Boom!”
 
   
 
    
 
    
    	Never ask for or take directions from the guy you’re chasing.
 
   
 
    
 
   In one Screwy Squirrel cartoon, the dog chasing  Screwy decides to play hide and go seek.  Cut to close up on dog as he closes his eyes.  Pull back to reveal the tree he leans against is now on a railroad track with train approaching.
 
   Screwy sits nearby in a director’s chair.  If you’ve ever had any doubts about who runs the show in a Tex Avery cartoon, they are now explained.  In Avery’s cartoons, insanity reigns.
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