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Masterclass: Writing Comedy

Lesley Bown


For Nicky, Rob and Kerry, because you make me laugh
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Meet the author

It started, as these things often do, innocently enough. There was a noticeboard in the main school corridor where we pinned up announcements of netball matches, choir practices and play rehearsals. I added a short humorous piece, which turned out to be the equivalent of lighting a blue touchpaper. Luckily, I was standing well back when the hordes descended. Eventually, crowd control was instigated, each group being allowed five minutes before they were moved on.

It was a pre-Internet example of viral marketing. The first reader was one of the new kids, barely tall enough to see the board, who beetled off and told her friends, so that then there were five, then ten, and by the end of the lunch break mass hysteria was breaking out.

It was a heady experience, and it also taught me something about the strange place comedy writers occupy in the world. The teachers, even before they’d wiped the grins from their faces, were at great pains to tell me that it was All Very Well Young Lady, but Real Life is a Serious Business.

Nothing has changed. I am still pinning comedy up on the metaphorical noticeboard, and I am still not serious enough for Real Life. Unreal Life, on the other hand, is a great place to be.


Introduction
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Charles Dickens, Hard Times






‘People must be amuthed, Thquire, thomehow… they can’t be alwayth working, nor yet they can’t be alwayth learning.’

[image: image]

This is not a funny book. There are plenty of funny books out there, but this isn’t one of them, because comedy writing is a serious business. Mind you, the first rule of comedy writing is ‘Never tell your audience that you’re going to make them laugh’, so perhaps this is a funny book after all, and I just don’t want to tell you in case you don’t laugh. The only way to find out is to read the book.

There are multiple theories about why we laugh. Is laughter a relief from repression, a safety valve for aggression, a way of bonding or a yell of victory? And is comedy a coping mechanism when times are tough, a way of cutting authority figures down to size or a way of enjoying the misfortunes of others? Is it about reinforcing shared values or about feeling superior? Why do we laugh equally at witty word play and yucky sick jokes? And why do we laugh when we’re tickled? Luckily, you can write comedy without knowing the answers to these questions, although it does help to understand the basics of humour.

Most art simply doesn’t survive. Jane Austen is still popular, but who now reads Fanny Burney, Mary Russell Mitford or Maria Edgeworth, who were all contemporaries of hers? Austen survives partly because she was an outstandingly good writer, but also because she chose subjects that still resonate with us today. In other words, there must be an element of luck. Just like Jane Austen, you can only write about what interests you, and there is no way of knowing who will share that interest or for how long.

Comedy is even more ephemeral than other types of art, because it is so much about what is happening now, and because it only really works if it can be grasped more or less instantly. Even the laugh that comes from a joke that needs a little thought is only a few seconds behind the punchline.

When Dorothy Parker was told that ‘Calvin Coolidge is dead’, she reportedly replied ‘How can they tell?’ This is only funny if you happen to know that Calvin Coolidge was an American President famous for his lack of small talk and his deadpan manner. Of course, the joke can be endlessly recycled but very few people now will relish the original.

You can see from the Calvin Coolidge joke that comedy often does more than just make us laugh – it tells us something about our culture. Since culture changes over time, as does how we see ourselves as a nation, comedy will also change. This matters more to some writers than others. P.G. Wodehouse somehow managed to transcend the area of British culture he wrote about, and his books are still funny today, decades after its disappearance. It remains to be seen whether the same will be true of Alan Bennett and Victoria Wood, although I sincerely hope that it is. It is certainly true that much comedy depends on shared values and shared cultural reference points.

There are also shared taboos. These are culture-specific, although some must be more universal than others. They also change over time, so what seems politically correct to us now will no doubt be all wrong in 50 years’ time. Taboos are not, incidentally, anything to do with whether or not something is funny. A joke can be screamingly funny but if it’s not acceptable to the audience then it won’t raise a titter.

The better news is that scientists have definitely proved that laughing is good for us, and we all need to do more of it. It’s quite hard to laugh at nothing, so we need comedy writers and performers to create laughter for us. One of the odd things about laughter is that we don’t laugh so easily at real events. If we see someone slip on a banana skin, we rush to help them up, but we’re willing to laugh at an actor doing the same thing. The world of comedy is an artificial environment in which laughter is permitted because nothing is real.

Like I said, comedy is a serious business and so, if you want to write comedy, you need to start by doing some research: consume as much comedy as you can; if it makes you laugh, work out why; and, if it doesn’t make you laugh, work out why.

If anyone suggests that you’re spending too much time enjoying comedy, explain that it’s research.

That’s the upside of comedy writing. For the downside, read this book. No, that’s not quite what I meant. This isn’t a funny book, but it won’t be a depressing read. You’ll find clear explanations of the various elements of comedy, and exercises to help you practise what you’ve learned. You won’t find much about my personal taste in comedy. Like most people, I have strong preferences but that’s not the point. There are many different audiences for many different types of comedy, and all are equally worth while.

You also won’t find swearing or sexual or religious jokes in the examples offered in this book. My personal taboos may be tighter or looser than yours, but as far as possible I’ve tried to write a book that is accessible to everyone. Once you’ve learned how to do it, you can apply it to whatever kind of comedy floats your boat.

The examples are mostly taken from comedy classics, simply because most readers will already be familiar with them, and in any case they’re easily accessible. The invented examples are intended to make the point rather than hit the comedy heights. Various exercises throughout the book will take you through ways of writing comedy in a series of graded steps. Work through them at your own pace, but do start at the beginning and take in all the steps, otherwise you’re likely to miss something important. The exercises are as follows:

[image: ]

Snapshot is a short exercise or task related to the main idea in the adjacent text.
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Write exercises – self-explanatory – ask you to write about a specific aspect of the task of writing comedy.
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Workshop exercises are longer exercises that ask you to do a bit more work – for example creating background details for your characters.
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Edit is a reworking or review of a previous piece or exercise.

When I say ‘audience’ in the text, I mean anyone who is on the receiving end of comedy. Whether they’re in a theatre or cinema, reading a book or magazine, listening to the radio or an audiobook, or at home watching TV, they are an ‘audience’ as far as this book is concerned. I’ve occasionally used ‘listener’ or ‘reader’ where I need to be specific, but otherwise ‘audience’ it is.

Scattered throughout the book are key ideas and focus points related to the text, as well as quotes about comedy, most of which were very kindly given to me by other comedy professionals. You’ll see from reading them that there is more than one approach to comedy writing.

Let’s get started, and let’s start with an exercise.
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What makes you laugh?






Write down everything that’s made you laugh today. Describe it in detail, and say why you laughed. If nothing made you laugh, look back to yesterday or the day before. If you have to go back more than a week, perhaps comedy writing isn’t for you.
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Comedy basics
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It’s pretty difficult to fake laughter: ask any actor. It’s also hard to stop laughing once you’ve started: again, actors will tell you about the nightmare of ‘corpsing’ – when they break character by getting the giggles on stage and being unable to stop. It can also be just as hard to start laughing if you’re not in the mood. We really don’t have much control over laughing and perhaps that’s why we value it so much.

So what makes us laugh? Or rather, what is there in common between the various things that make us laugh? In this chapter you will learn about the many ways of creating laughs, including surprise and recognition, and about visual, verbal and physical comedy.
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Alan Ayckbourn, director and playwright






‘If I had to give just one piece of comedy writing advice it would be: for God’s sake take it seriously.’
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Key idea






The two main factors in creating laughs are surprise and recognition.
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Most laughs come from surprise: the sudden unexpected event, the twist that you didn’t see coming, the moment when the penny drops. A lot of surprise laughs are created when an audience thinks they recognize what’s about to happen, and are taken by surprise with what actually does happen.

We usually laugh at moments of recognition in a less explosive, more thoughtful way. It’s a rueful, ‘Yes, I do that too’ sort of laugh. Observational comedy makes great use of recognition precisely because it is based on everyday life, but to be successful it has to include some surprises too. Recognition laughs are very useful as laughs along the way, as you build up to the big surprise punchline.
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Create surprise






To practise creating surprise, have a go at this job applications exercise.

Who would be the worst possible applicants for these jobs: heart transplant surgeon, TV weather forecaster, massage therapist? There are no correct answers, but whatever you choose will only be funny if it’s surprising.
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Focus point






The key concept in creating both surprise and recognition laughs is incongruity, because the incongruous is also the unexpected. This works at every level of comedy, from the simplest joke to the most complex plot.
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Create incongruity






To practise creating incongruity, try this simple exercise. First choose a character from list A and another from list B.

   •   List A: doctor, maths teacher, High Court judge, politician

   •   List B: used car salesman, streetwise teenager, hairdresser, plumber

Now write a short speech for one of the characters using the type of language you’d expect from the other character. For instance, the doctor could be looking at a patient’s operation scar and saying ‘What cowboy did this, then? I could sort it out but it won’t be easy, can’t get the parts you see, could fit you in Tuesday week, cash in hand all right with you, Squire?’ and so on. Choose your own incongruous characters and try the exercise again. You can use specific people (such as the Prime Minister) or fictional characters (such as Robin Hood).
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Creating laughs

Let’s look at ways of creating incongruity, surprise and recognition in more detail, but first a couple of exercises.
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What do you find funny?






Make a list of the words and objects that you personally find funny.
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The more boring the better…






Write about something boringly ordinary and humdrum that you did yesterday. It could be something like travelling to work, watching TV or buying carrots – as long as nothing interesting exciting or amusing happened. Describe what you were doing and the environment you were in. Maximum 750 words.
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OPPOSITES

Opposites provide instant incongruity: big and small, happy and sad, funerals and weddings. This is why double acts often exaggerate the physical differences between them; for instance, Laurel was thin and Hardy was fat. The casting of Only Fools and Horses must have been helped by the 20-cm (8-inch) height difference between David Jason and Nicholas Lyndhurst. Of course, sometimes this can be an illusion – neither Morecambe nor Wise was a particularly big man but much was made of Wise being the shorter of the two.

MISDIRECTION

Misdirection is when a joke or situation creates an expectation in the audience, and instead of meeting the expectation you deliver something different and surprising. It’s very common in word-play jokes:


I’m sure wherever my granny is, she’s looking down on us. She’s not dead, just very condescending.



INVERSION

Turning things around, or looking at them backwards, creates incongruity: for instance, a tough guy who’s scared of spiders or a child with more sense than its parents.

MISUNDERSTANDING

Misunderstanding is a staple of comedy plotting. It’s often thought of as primarily for farce but it is actually used all the time in sitcoms, including the classics such as Frasier and Fawlty Towers. For instance, there’s an episode of Coupling where Jane is asked to dinner by someone she fancies and decides to snare her man by wearing nothing under her coat – and then discovers it’s actually a dinner party.




	
[image: image]

	
Key idea






You can get a laugh if the audience learns the truth at the same time as the character, but you can also choose to let the audience in on the secret.

[image: image]

A good example of letting the audience in on it is in Alan Ayckbourn’s play Absurd Person Singular. In the second act, Eve is trying to commit suicide. The audience quickly realizes this but none of the characters does, although each time she tries they manage, without realizing, to prevent her.

EXAGGERATION

Exaggeration is an obvious comic tool but needs to be used very precisely because it has an effect on the tone of a piece. Look at the differences between Jim Carrey’s exaggerated performance in Ace Ventura: Pet Detective and his far more subtle approach in The Truman Show. It’s exactly the same with writing – the more you exaggerate, the broader the comedy.

DOUBLE ENTENDRE

Our appetite for double entendre, or innuendo, seems bottomless, despite the fact that we simultaneously acknowledge that it is extremely childish and not really funny at all. Of course, it’s possible to create double entendres that aren’t smutty but there isn’t very much comedy value in those.
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Key idea






The more censorship and repression there is, the more double entendre flourishes.
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BATHOS

Bathos is the move from the sublime to the ridiculous. It’s another form of exaggeration because it works by exaggerating the contrast between the two. For instance, the movie Shaun of the Dead takes the horror movie genre and sets it in boring suburban London rather than a spooky castle, deserted wood at midnight or other conventional horror setting.

THE RULE OF THREE

There is something about the rhythm of threes in language that really works – Faith, Hope and Charity, or Sex, Lies and Videotape. In comedy this seems to be a simple case of set-up, establishment, and punchline. So you start your list with the set-up, the second item establishes that this is a list and prepares the audience for the third item, the funny one:


It was a very old plane. It was held together by faith, hope and chewing gum.



Or you can make all the items funny but build to the third one:


It was a very old plane. It was held together by sticky tape, string and dinosaur sweat.



The audience will anticipate that the third element will be funny but, even so, you have to find a way to surprise them with it.

AND FINALLY…

There is a whole raft of words and objects that are perceived to be incongruous and therefore funny without any rational explanation – in other words, it’s a mystery. The list changes over time and has cultural variations. Using them adds texture to your writing, although they aren’t generally used in punchlines.

K is the funniest letter of the alphabet and 32 is the funniest number. Hamsters are funnier than cats, chip shops are funnier than carpet shops and so on. Sometimes analysts attempt explanation – K is a plosive consonant, 32 sounds funny in certain accents, cats are culturally perceived as elegant and intelligent whereas hamsters aren’t, and so on. Mostly these feel unconvincing, and as a writer you only need to know what gets laughs.


	Workshop



	Take the humdrum event from the writing exercise above and consider what you could do with it to create humour. Create eight different versions, using each of the following:

•  Opposites

•  Misdirection

•  Inversion

•  Misunderstanding

•  Exaggeration

•  Double entendre

•  Bathos

•  The rule of three.


	For example:

•  Exaggeration – on the journey to work, so many things go wrong that you arrive when it’s time to go home.

•  Misdirection – describe watching a soap opera as if it were a piece of cutting-edge theatre.

•  Bathos – there’s a world shortage of carrots. Your dinner party is ruined.
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Lesley Bown, writer






‘There’ve been several times when I’ve earned a crust by reading through a slush pile, of both plays and books. Almost everything I read wasn’t good enough to go forward, although I could often see a gleam of something good that hadn’t been fully developed. If only those writers hadn’t been so easily satisfied.’
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Visual, verbal and physical

The three broad categories of comedy are visual, verbal and physical. Visual comedy is anything that creates a picture for the audience, whether it’s performers carrying out actions or delivering speeches laid down in a script, or a word picture in a novel. Verbal comedy relies on word play. Physical comedy is entirely about performance.

VISUAL COMEDY

Word pictures can create jokes that would be beyond the physical capabilities of most performers or are even physically impossible. In other words, they range from the almost realistic:


I slept like a log last night. I woke up in the fireplace.



to the totally surreal:


Last night I dreamed I was eating a huge marshmallow. When I woke up the pillow was gone.



If you’re writing for performance, you’ll need to describe the actions and props that will produce the visual laughs, and if you’re writing prose you’ll need to create funny pictures to amuse your readers.
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Focus point






If you’re writing for performance, make sure that the actions are physically possible. Test them out yourself just in case you’ve written something that needs three hands to accomplish.
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You’ll find more about creating word pictures as you read on.
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Phil Collinge, comedy writer and freelance radio producer






‘There is a technique to writing good comedy, and it can be learned (which is probably why you’re reading this). Having a killer wit doesn’t do any harm either, of course, but if you don’t know how to structure a funny line or a routine, you will struggle. So watch your heroes in action, read scripts, analyse routines… and finish this book!’
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VERBAL COMEDY

Verbal jokes usually depend on some sort of wordplay, such as a pun. Although they’re often clever, they’re not usually screamingly funny, so they work best if they are slotted into a word picture that is also funny.

Simple wordplay is often used to create a light atmosphere, such as a hairdresser’s called Hair Today or a chip shop called The Fish Plaice. A play on words can also make a joke, such as:


A subservient fish knows his plaice.



but they’re more likely to get a groan than a laugh. To get a laugh, you need a visual element:


There’s a new portable stereo on the market that looks like a chocolate cake. It’s called a gateaux blaster.



You’ll also find out more about verbal comedy as you read on.

PHYSICAL COMEDY

Physical comedy is ancient, accessible and transcends language. It’s easy to assume that there isn’t much call for writers of physical comedy – isn’t it up to the performer to just go out there and be funny? However, when I tell you that there are three writers listed for Mr Bean, you’ll understand that someone has to think up all that funny business. Writers of physical comedy can expect to work in close collaboration with the performers, who will each have their individual abilities and limitations.
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Focus point






Physical comedy comes from two sources: the comedian him- or herself and the comedian’s interaction with the world.
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Obviously it helps if the performer looks funny in some way, but more often than not this is an illusion created by posture, facial expression and clothes. Look at Rowan Atkinson as Mr Bean and as Blackadder and you’ll see how this works.

Interactions with the world can be with other people, animals or objects. One of the key types of interaction involves violence. For some reason, we love to laugh at the most extreme sufferings of other people, and physical comedians can expect to be assaulted in endless ways.

Another important type of interaction involves helpless clumsiness. The rest of the world, whether animate or inanimate, is an puzzle that can never be solved – taps won’t turn on then suddenly gush water, gates won’t open, chairs collapse and technology never works.

Mime is a highly specialized form of visual performance, which can be not only funny but also moving, serious and profound. Mime artists traditionally use white face paint and tight black clothing and are often street performers. However, a more modern take on mime is possible. Rowan Atkinson playing an invisible drum kit or piano is not strictly mime as there is a sound accompaniment, but it is very funny.
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Take an everyday object…






Take an everyday object and see how many funny things you can do with it, both clumsy and violent.
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[image: image]

	
Count Arthur Strong, via Steve Delaney






‘A common mistake new comedy writers make is trying not to make mistakes. Making mistakes is good. Don’t worry about it. It’s a fine way of learning.’
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Incongruity






Make a list of at least ten incongruous things. Don’t try to be funny, and be as random as possible. Examples of incongruity are an elegant woman whose lipstick is smudged, a baby holding a gun, and a swear word in the middle of a love poem.
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Examine your incongruities






Take your list of incongruous things and decide whether each one is funny in itself or could be funny in the right circumstances. Can you think of any incongruities that can just never be funny?
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Where to next?




OK, now the basics are in place, let’s take a look at the comedy writing mindset and the three factors that create comedy: the audience, the medium and the material.
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