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Do You Have What It Takes
to Be a Comedian?

Are You Funny?
Wemmdwavnlneptafmuhﬂfab:m&uchsmp?
Can you do an impression of your boss?
Dowwl.eu&mhokumhkedmkm\-’wdog!

Do You Need Money?

Are you on a fir Tasis with everyone at the pl
office?

Do you know what's happening on As the World Tims?
Have you been considering teaching Driver's Ed.!

Have You Lived a Bizarre Life?

Are you on the outside looking out?

Did you hit your head really hard when you were a kid?

During your first sexual encounter, did you use jumper eables!

Do You Love to Make People Laugh?

Have you ignored all of your teachers’ efforts to shut you up since
kindergarten!

Have you been fired for doing an impression of your boss!

Ace you still using jumper cables!

If you answered yes to any of these questions you might as well admit
it: You're one of the addicted. You're a joke-aholic. But you can find
help at the Shrick Center for the Chronically Funny.

You may be thinking, “Those professional fians are great!” They
ate, but there'’s no difference between you and them that a little knowl-




Do You Have What It Takes to Be a Comedian?

edge and experience can't fix. At one time, they were just like you. Like
successful peaple in any other job, they got where they are through hard
work. You, however, have the advantage: this indispensable guide, which
will take you step-by-step toward a carcer in stand-up comedy.

So if making a living being funny appeals to you, read on. . . .

The Secrets of Joke Structure

What is a joke! Funny you should ask. Most people would define a

joke as something someone says or does that makes others laugh. That
statement, though true, doesn’t really rell us what a joke is. It just de-
scribes the desired effect. What about jokes that get a huge laugh in
one situation and a roar of silence in another? If a joke doesn’t get a
laugh, does it suddenly stop being a joke?

People usually recognize a joke whether it makes them laugh or not.

. Why? Because there is some consistent, intrinsic sencture that every-

one identifies as a joke. Until now, no one has presented this structure
in an understandable manner. That's about to change. Explaining joke
structure is exactly what this chapter is all about.

Setup and Punch

Let's begin with what most people already know about jokes. Tradi-
tionally, a joke contains two parts: (1) the setup and (2) the punch.
Take this joke, for example, by A. Whitney Brown:

I saw my grandmother the other day . . . probably for the last time.
... Oh, she’s not sick or anything, she just bores the hell out of me.
To help explain joke structure, I've designed a visual device | call

the Joke Diagram. Let's place the above joke in Diagram 1 so0 you can
clearly idenify the setup and punch:
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Diagram 1

| saw my grandmather the other day . . . probably for the last time, . . .

Oh, she’s not sick or anything,

Setup

she just bores the hell out of me.

Punch

The setup and punch are usually defined in this way:
The seeup is the first part of joke that sets up the laugh.
The punch is the second part that makes you laugh.

Thar's great, except for one small problem: Ir doesn't really explain
anything. Let’s see if we can do betrer.

What a Joke Does:
Expectation and Surprise
The setup and the punch are directly related to expectation and sur-

prise. Take this joke by Steve Martin; notice how the setup causes you
to expect something:

Sex is one of the most beautiful, wholesome, and natural things—

Then see how the punch surprises you with:

—that money can buy.

A this point you may be thinking, “That’s it—expectation and sur-
prise! What's the big deal about that?” Well, the big deal is this: In or-
der to work, a joke has to surprise you. The trick is that you cannot be
surprised unless you're expecting something else first, That's what a

joke does: [t causes you to expect one thing, then sirprises you with
another. So, here's a revised defing

The Setup creates an expectation

The Punch seveals o surprise

The Secrets of Joke Structure

Mow that you understand this, you should be able to write a great
joke, right!

Wrong. It isn't enough to know what a joke does. You need to know
how a joke does it.

How a Joke Works:
1st Story and 2nd Story

In an article entitled “Jokes,” (Psychology Today, October 1985), Vic-
tor Raskin offered a “script-based semantic theory of humor,” which
propased that a “sentence joke" has two scripts. However, because it's
a semantic theory, dealing only with words and their implications, its
application to physical and nonverbal comedy was limited. | alrered
Raskin's term from script to story, which made it possible for me vo ap-
ply this concept to all forms of humor, not just language-based jokes.
Through Raskin’s insight, | found the first piece of joke structure. The
evolution of my Joke Diagram began with this discovery.

Secer #1:
A JOKE REQUIRES TWO STORY LINES.

The setup of a joke creates a It story in our minds that leads us to
expect something, then the punch surprises us with a 2nd story that's
compatible with, yet somehow different from, what we're expecting.
For example, imagine a male comic, appearing to be completely grief-
stricken, telling this joke:

(SADLY) My wife just ran off with my best friend. Boy, do | miss him.

The setup creates a Ist story: A man is unhappy because he misses his
wife. We expect the story to continue along that theme, so we're sur-
prised when the punch reveals a 2nd story: A man is unhappy because
he misses his buddy.

Putring this joke in Diagram 2 will give you a visual depiction of how
the setup and punch create and reveal these two story lines:
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Diagram 2
(SADLY) My wife just ran off with my best friend.

Setup
Ist Story: He's unhappy because he misses his wife.

2nd Story: He's unhappy because he misses his buddy.
Baoy, do | miss him.”

Punch

Ifa joke doesn't have two story lines, it’s not a joke, So, if the punch
doesn't reveal a 2nd story line, then what you've got is a sort of single-
story story, but not a joke. For instance:

(SADLY) My wife just ran off with my best friend. Boy, do | miss her.

Not exactly a knee-slapper. This starts off as a story about a man
missing his wife, and it ends up the same way. There's no 2nd story, so
there's no surprise. And since there’s no surprise. there’s no joke.

Setup and 1st Story
What's the difference between the 1st story and the setup? Actually,
these | fulfill very diff functions within joke

As the first part of the joke, the setup is the words andjor actions wsed 1
get the audience to expect something. Nothing more. Then, based on the
setup, the st story is the detailed scene imagined by the audience of what
they expect to be true.

Let me illustrate this with an old standard joke:

For forty years I've been married and in love with the same wom-
an. If my wife ever finds out she'll kill me.

When the comic says, “For forty years I've been married and in love

with the same woman,” that—and only that i the setup, Then from

hearing this setup the audience imagines o mich more elaborate 15t

story. Since the 1st story is created in e minde o the midience, 1 can't

say exactly what it would be for coc b inadividunl, s hore's my version:
This man is braggang o Barwvr dew by in boovee winhy Dy wife. In

N
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their forty years together, they have built a rich and full life and were
able to work out their differences and remain happy. He has never
cheated on her and plans to be with her the rest of his life.

Thar's more or less the 1st story most people would construct. As
you can see, the Ist story has considerably more detail than the setup.
So where does all that detail come from?

This larger story has been built by making assumptions abour the
inft ion in the setup. Assumptions allow us to make sense of some-
thing when we get limited information. Based on our own life experi-
ence, we constantly make this kind of speculative leap. So naturally,
the 1st story ins much more inft ion than the setup.

Punch and 2nd Story

The relationship between the punch and the Ind story parallels that
of the setup and the lst story. As the second part of the joke, the
punch is the words andfor actions used to surprise the audience. Nothing
maore. Based on the punch, the audience imagines a detailed 2nd story
that is compatible with the setup, yet is unexpected.

Still using the same joke's punch, “If my wife ever finds out she'll
kill me," here's my version of the 2nd story:

Despite staying in a terrible marriage, this man has never divorced. To
find some happiness, he's fallen in love with a mistress and has been
able to work it out with her so she’d stay with him for forty years even
though he's remained married. He lives in constant fear that his wife
will find out about his long-time affair and make his life with her
more miserable than it already is.

Again, the 2nd story is a much more detailed scenario than the
punch. You may have imagined a slightly different scene, yet the gist
of the story will remain fairly consistent from person to person.

What | want to emphasize is how much information resides within
a joke that's not stated in the setup or the punch—the information we
add by making assumptions.

WHAT EXACTLY Is AN ASSUMPTION!
I'm sorry, | assumed you knew. An assumption can be any thought based
on taking hing for granted, presupposing, conjecturing, presum-

5
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Diagram 3

I had a mud pack facial done, and for three days my face looked much
better.

Setup
Lst Story: The facial gave the comic nice-looking skin
three days. for
Target Assumption: The mud was taken off as part of the
facial.

2nd Story: The comic walked around for three days with
;ﬂ:ﬂmkﬂ-mmwmmh

Then the mud fell off.

Punch

2. The target p is the prion divectly sh d

ancﬁ. Every joke with a setup is designed 1o mani{:ulalg an au&?mm
into imagining a Ist story by making assumptions. The punch then re-
veals a Ind story that surprises the audience by targeting one key as-
sumption and making it wrong. For instance, of all the assumptions you
::je abo:::;upddwab‘:ew joke, only the target assumption—the

was as i
e’ ol mmﬁfoﬁ.-!“w_w” directly shateered by the

TARGET ASSUMPTION: Jokes WiTHOUT SeTUPS

You might be asking yourself, “Whar about all those funny comments
[ laugh ar that don't have setups?™ It's a fact that there's a whole class
of jokes that have no formal setups. Strangely enough, they still have
A target assumption, but there's no need for a setup because the targer
assumpion already resides in the minds of the audience,

Let me illustrate this with something that sctually happened to me.

1 was sitting in a Chinese restuurant late one night, i mmunrh:n-l
tie establishment, and most of the siher pations ware Asian immi-
wrants, many of whoo spoke Tile o v Biglhishe Thiey had o TV upin

The Secrees of Joke Structme

the comer of the room where everyone could see it, and a Gallagher
CONCert was starting.

Gallagher made his entrance riding a bicycle with square wheels,
and everybody cracked up laughing. Regardless of language or cultural
differences, everyone had the target aption that for a wheel to work
properly it must be round. Because this information is universally ac-
upwd,&tm‘smnwdfornump.hdnjokemmceed.all&m was
needed was a punch—in the form of square wheels—which made this
existing target assumption wrong.
~ Many jokes have target assumptions that most people accept based on
physical laws, societal biases, cultural and narional presuppositions, ac-
cepted definitions, stereotypes, and familiar environments, to name afew
examples. On a daily basis, people make millions of assumptions without
even realiting it. It's these unconscious assumptions that are targeted by
Jokes without setups. Whenever anyone assumes anything, you've got the

 makings of a joke. This is where reinterpretation comes in.

RENTERPRETATION: JOKES wiTH PUNCHES
We know that the setup creates an expectation when the audience
builds a 1st story by making assumptions; the punch then shatters a

key yption (the arget ption) and reveals a 2nd story. The

punich does this by presenting an unexpected interpretation of something
{n the setup. This unexpected interp ion is called rer i
The reinterpretation must adhere to two rules, described below.

|. The reinterpretation is the idea upon which the punch's 2nd story is
based. Just as the target assumption creates the 1st story, the reinterpre-
ttlon creates the 2nd story. Take this joke for example:

My grandiather died peacefully in his sleep. But the kids on his bus

were screaming.

The reinterpretation is that he was sleeping at the wheel of a bus
which is the basis for the 2nd story, that the grandfather died in a bus
wreck after falling asleep at the wheel causing the kids to scream. This, in
1, is communicated as the punch “But the kids on his bus were
sereaming.”

Diagram 4 shows you where the reinterpretation fits on the Joke
Hagram.
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ing, forecasting, projecting onto, theorizing about, speculating upon, or
accepting that something is as it’s always been.
Secrer #2:
EVERY PART OF A THING YOU IMAGINE EXISTS—
BUT AREN'T DIRECTLY PERCEIVING—I5 AN ASSUMPTION,

Any aspect of a something you cannot see, hear, feel, taste, or smell
exists only as an assumption. The chances are thar it does exist, bur since
you have no direct evidence that it does, you're making an assumption.

We do this because human beings, as a rule, have a profound need
for things to make sense. If somethinig doesn't make sense, we'll fill in
the information so it will make sense, and we do that by making as-
sumptions based on our past experience.

Doing this is not a bad thing. In fact, it's absolutely necessary. Imag-
ine a world without assumptions. You'd have 1o carefully test each step
you took to make sure the floor would hold your weight. You'd have ro
peek behind everything to find out whether the backs were actually
there. You'd have to look in a mirror to make sure you're still human.
You'd have to call the [RS every year to determine if they still wanted
your money. Get the idea?

The fact that our g limits the inf; we can experi-
ence directly, and that we fill in the remaining void with assumptions
allows us to be surprised by something other than what we assumed.
It's this mental phenomenon thar makes jokes possible.

As I've mentioned, the setup and the Ist story and the punch and the
Ind story are different but necessary elements of joke structure, All of
these things show how a joke works. So now you know exactly how to

write a joke, right?

Well, er, no. Not quite. In order to write a joke, you'll need to know
the three mechanisms for construcring and connecting the 1se story
and 2nd story.

The Three Mechanisms of Joke Structure

When we examine how
mechanisms it uses 10w

ke works, we've looking for the exact
Bevw s wlteet Vlidorsi mnling the mecha-

The Secrets of Joke Structure

 nisms will soon enable you to use my step-by-step joke-writing system:
 the Joke Prospector (see Chaprer 2).

So far, you've learned that the setup creates a Ist story, which leads
to certain expectations, and then the punch reveals an unexpected
2nd story. How is this accomplished?

0 Target A P and Reinter
Two Interpretations of One Thing

1 call the first two mechanisms of joke structure target assumption and re-
ion. These are related mechanisms, with the target assumption
the key ingredient of the Ist story and the reinterpretation the pivoral
component of the 2nd story. | say “related mechanisms™ because each

7 a different i ion of the same thing. The target as-
sumption presents an expected interpretation of that thing and the rein-
terpretation reveals an unexpected interpretation of that very same thing.

"TARGET ASSUMPTION: JOKES WITH SETUPS

As discussed earlier, when an audience sees or hears a setup they build
a lst story by making a vast number of assumptions. One of these as-
sumptions will be the target assemprion. What sets the target assumption
‘apart from the other assumptions is that it fulfills two unique eriteria.

1. The target assumption is the key assumption wpon which the Ist story is

built. Of all the assumptions made to imagine a story, one key assump-
' tion gives the Ist stary its specific meaning. That is, if you don’t make
that key or target assumption, you'll imagine a very different story than
the one required to make the joke work. Take this old joke, for example:

I had a mud pack facial done, and for three days my face looked
much better. Then the mud fell off.

The effectiveness of the setup hinges on your making a target as-
sumption—that the mud was taken off as part of the facial. Making that
{key) target assumption led you to imagine a lst story, in which the
mud pack facial gave the comic nicer-looking skin for three days. Then the
punch surprised you by revealing a very different 2nd story—that the
comic walked around for three days with a mud-covered face, which actual-
Iy improved his or her looks. Diagram 3 shows where the target assump-

tion fies on the Joke Diagram,
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Diagram 4
My grandfather died peacefully in his sleep.

Setup

1st story: The grandfather was at home sleeping when he
died of natural cases.

Target Assumption: He was sleping in his bed.
Reinterpretation: He was sleeping at the wheel of a bus.
2nd story: The grandfather died in a bus wreck after falling
asleep at the wheel causing the kids to scream,

But the kids on his bus were screaming.

Punch

2. The Pretation reveals an unexpected i ion of the about
which the target assumjition is made. Within the setup, tltm'sl:‘ohr:m
about which the audience makes the rarget assumption. If you investi-
gate Diagram 4 you'll discover that the sleeping grandfather is the thing that
caused you to make the target assumption he was sleeping in his bed, as
well as the reinterpretation that he was sleepéng at the Meﬁof:hebus.’
These two interpretations of one thing are essential to making a joke
work. When a punch presents a reinterpretation, the audience is con-
fronted with an d yet compatible intery of the thing
fwirhin the setup. This makes them review their assumptions until they
identify the one that is wrong, thus shattering that target assumption.

Seceer #3:
THE AIM OF THE REINTERPRETATION 15 TO SHATTER THI TARGET ASSUMPTION,

Shattering the target assumption with an unexpected reinterpretarion
is what creates surprise. When your joke shatters people’s assumptions
they laugh. Now we're back where we hogan: expectathon and IIIII‘fiS'.':
Only now you understand how the meclanisi of target assumption

and reinterpretation camse them o luppan

The Secrees of Joke Structure

RENTERPRETATION: JokES WITHOUT PUNCHES

MNow you may be thinking, “So if the punch must contain a reinterpre-
tation, what about jokes that don't have punch lines!” It may seem
add, but there are some jokes that don't require an expressed punch.
An example of this is the following joke where the setup leads to an
Inevitable, obvious punch:

L]
ll | went 1o this expensive restaurant that had a waiter for everything.

The water waiter gave me water. The coffee waiter gave me coffee.
The head waiter. . .

* How did you complete this joke! Naughty, naughty. The reinterpreta-
tion, about the speaker receiving oral sex, is so strongly implied it doesn't
eed 1o be spelled out in the punch. The audience members supply the
weinterpretation, which shatters the target assumption. However, because
1 joke allows the audience to infer the punch doesn't mean the funda-
menitals of targer assumption and reinterpretation don’t apply: They do.

Whire Do RemvTerpreTaTIONs ComE From?
First, you must understand that everything has many possible interpreta-
tions. Any interpretation other than the assumed one is a reinterpretation.
For instance, words can have multiple interpretations, as with this joke:

| went ta my doctor for shingles—he sold me aluminum siding.

Naotice how the word shingles has multiple meanings. The assumed
Interpretation—that shingles means skin condition—is the target; the
unexpected interpretation—that shingles means house covering—is the
reinterpretation.

In addition, objects can be interpreted in many ways. For instance,
I've seen several comics do the sight gag of pretending to be on a
Ieach, then use the mike stand as if it's a metal detector. The rarget
assumption is that the metal pole with the round thing on the end is for
holding a microphone; and the reintery ion is that the metal pole with
the round thing on the end is a metal detector.

Reinterpretations come from the kind of mind that notices what oth-
ers assume, then uncovers or invents alternative interpretations. To do
this, funny people must be able to interprer one thing in two ways.

1



Connector:
One Thing Interpreted in At Least Two Ways
At the center of joke structure is a third mechanism which | call the
connector, defined as one thing interpreted in at least two ways. Interprer-
ing the ¢ in one way provides the target ption, and in-
terpreting it in another supplies the reinterpretation.

In the “grandfather” joke, the is the sleeping grandfather.
It's the one thing interpreted in two ways, as you can see when you
view Diagram 5.

Diagram 5

My grandiather died peacefully in his sleep.

Setup

Ist Story: The grandfather was a home sleepmg when he
died of nateral causes.
Target Assumption: He was sleeping in his bed.

c The sleeping grandfath

Reinterpretation: He was sleeping at the wheel of a bus.
2nd story: The grandfather died in a bus wreck after falling
asleep at the wheel causing the kids to scream.

But the kids on his bus were screaming.

Punch

Notice the definition of the connector includes "in a least two
ways." Connectors can have many possible interpretations; two is sim-
ply the minimum required to construct a joke. When a connector ¢an
be interpreted in several ways, it can result in a joke with multiple
punches. This brings us to the connector’s requirement: The connec-
tor must be only one thing.

Jokes are rather simple structures because they revolve around one cen-
tral idea. If there's more than one connector, there’s more than one joke.
Think about it: Two connectors would lead 1o two target assumptions and
two reinterpretations, which. in turn would require two setups and two
punches, hence two jokes. One connector per joke is all you need.

12

Bince any thing can be a connector, the challenge is in recognizing it.
Ax we discussed in the previous section on reinterpretation, words and
uibjects lend th to multiple interp so they make excel-
Jent connectors. For the joke *l went to my doctor for shingles—he sold
i aluminum siding,” the connector is the word shingles, because it's the
e thing interpreted as both a skin condition and house covermg. As for
the microphone stand sight gag, the connector is the mike stand because
It ¢an be used for holding a microphone o as a metal detector.
Not all jokes are constructed with just words and objects; here is an
sxample from a silent movie comedy, using only body language as a
tor. Picture this scene: A wealthy drunkard in his parlor finds a
muﬁnmhiswifeuying&he‘sldthimmdwm‘tmmumilh:nm
diinking. He turns away from the camera, and walks to a counter. He
Jangs his head, and his shoulders begin shaking up and down spasmod-
feally. He's sobbing, right? Crying his eyes out over losing her? Nope.
He turns around, and we see he's shaking up a drink in a martini mix-
41, Can you figure out the connector before you look at Diagram 6?

Diagram 6

A wealthy drunkard in his parlor finds a note from his wife saying she
Jeft him, and won't come back unless he stops drinking. He turns away

* from the camera and walks over to a counter. He hangs his head, and

his shoulders begin shaking up and down spasmodically.

Setup
15t Story: He's upser because his wife left him becasse he's

an alcoholic.

Target Assumption: He's crying.

Connector: The shaking of his shoulders.
Reinterpretation: He's mixing a drink.

2nd Story: He's mare interested in drinking than his wife.
He turns around, and we see he's shaking up a drink
in a martini mixer.

Punch

13
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This is perfect joke structure using only body language, with the
connector being the shaking of his shoulders. That mation is the thing
that causes you to make the target assumption that he’s crying. Then
the shaking of his shoulders is reinterpreted and reveals thar actually he's
mixing a drink. By the way, that scene is from a Charlie Chaplin film
called The ldle Class.

Now I know you're saying to yourself, “That's great, but it isn't true for
all jokes." I beg to disagree, These fund: ls of joke are
the same for all jokes. It doesn't marrer whether the laugh emanates
from the wit of a literary story, a clown’s pratfall, a remark in a situa-
tion comedy, a dirty joke, an accidental humorous irony, an off-hand-
ed comment at a party, a funny riddle, or a gag without an overt setup
or punch—the underlying structure is the same.

The problem in recognizing these fundamentals is thar there are so
many joke format variations. The structure is often masked by the na-
ture of the character performing the joke, hidden deep within cultural
or national presuppositions, obscured by layers of implication, and dis-
guised by individual styles of expression. But no marter the variation,
the Lst story and target assumption, the connector, and the 2nd story
and reinterp ion are ] in ¢ g all jokes. In time,
you'll become proficient at identifying them and a whole new universe
of joke possibilities will open up.

It's imperative that you thoroughly ¢ hend the mechanisms of
joke structure before moving onto Chapzer 2. If you don't, reread this
chapter until you do, because these are the tools you'll need to dig into
my joke writing system, the Joke Prospector. Understanding these fun-
damentals will help you find the humor in things because you now
know how a joke works. (But don't worry, | won't make you diagram
your jokes as you did sentences in grade school!)

Joke Writing
The Joke Prospector

anyone leam to write jokes! Yes!
o some reason, there scems to be a forbidding aura around joke writ-
, s if it's some mystical act that only those blessed by Thelia, the
of Comedy, can accomplish. Everyone is funny even if
by accident. Just because you don't know how you're creating a joke
't mean you're not creating one. In this chapter, I'm going to show
hew to make those wonderful accidents happen wh you want.
Still have doubts? Fine, (If you don't have any doubts you're proba-
 little too trusting. Stay away from those late night infomercials.)
r this: In the previous chapter you learned that all jokes have
emsily recognizable and knowable structure. If joke structure is
, it stands to reason that joke writing is doable.
Every joke writing system lends itself to writing one-liners. (Why
re called one-liners when they have two lines, I'll never under-
) Interestingly, the vast majority of jokes in the world come from
situations as jokes without setups. But jokes without setups are
impassible to teach without first understanding the makeup and
ition of jokes with setups. Therefore, the Joke Prospector writ-
system deals exclusively with jokes with setups. Once you compre-
these, it will be much easier for you to write jokes without setups,
which will eventually evolve into comedic story telling.

The Joke Prospector is an original joke writing system that takes you
stiep by step from a joke topic 1o a completed joke. I named it the Joke
Prospector because it consists of two distinct phases: the Joke Map and
the Joke Mine. ;

" The Joke Map is designed to help you decide on a tapic, define a
punch-premise, a setup-premise, and from that idea write some joke

15
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setups. Then the Joke Mine digs into a setup and uses the target as-
sumption, connector, and reinterpretation to create a punch.
Because this is a step-by-step system that models how jokes are
funnei:n the mind, it requires a bit of explanation. Rest assured, how-
ever, that once the basic gi
piecs sepic ﬂ::gﬂ basic gist of how the Joke Prospector works,
You'll be working with the two phases of the Joke in re-
verse order. From teaching the system, I've foulJ\d thap:mr:i
joke construction is much clearer when you begin by writing punches
for setups, so we'll start in this chapter with the Joke Mine. Once you
learn how the Joke Mine works, you can practice writing some punches
of your own for setups I've provided on the exercise sheets at the end
of this chapter. When you've gained some experience doing that, it
will be much easier to learn how to use the Joke Map (see Chaprer 3)
to help choose a subject for your material and write some setups. This
intum.'rilllﬂdywrlghlhatkmﬂw]doeh‘k\emwdmpunchﬁfu:
those setups. (More exercise sheets covering the entire Joke Prospec-
tor system are at the end of Chaper 3.)

The Joke Mine:
Exploring the Secret Passageway

Digging into the Joke Mine, you'll learn to write jokes by going
&lm.ui:numtpaﬂmdlatkad;ﬁomsenpmmch. Most peo-
le:‘dun t know about this passageway, and even when you get to know
it, Its pany twists and tumns will still take you to unexpected places.
Thar's the fun of a journey through the Joke Mine. Like Alice in Won-
detland when she went down the rabbit hole, you'll find a world that
gets “curiouser and curiouser.”
How do you explore this secret passageway !

Secuit 04
YOU EXPLORE A JOKE'S PASSAGEWAYS WY ASKING CRUBSTIONS,

Asking questions is the best way to stay fonused o your search for o
goond tunnel. Beginning joke wreiters alion g

st b naying the same

Joke Writing

things in their heads over and over again, such as, “Whar's funny
whout this? What's funny about this!” or “Where's the joke! Where's
the joke!" That gets you nowhere.

i you're ever going to find a tunnel that leads to pay dirt, you have
{0 hunt around the mine a lirtle, not just stand in one place scratch-
Ing your nuggets. Your mind needs a constant supply of new informa-
ton to sift through in search of humor. This flow of information stops
when you're stuck in a self-talk loop. Asking questions forces you to
gome up with answers, and each answer will take you farther along
your way or even lead to a completely different tunnel. You can't know
of time which tunnel will lead to a punch you'll like, so the trick
1o ask lots of questions. If a particular answer doesn't lead to a joke,
it least you'll know that you examined that tunnel and decided not to
ji0 in that direction. Any exploration is better than being stuck saying
the same thing over and over again. Any exploration is better than
being stuck saying the same thing over and over again. Any explora-
tlon is beerer than being stuck . . . you get the point.

I'm bringing this up now because in order to get the raw material
you'll need to complete the steps in the following list, you'll have to
sk questions. One or more questions accompany each of the five
steps; others you'll have to make up for yourself. Most comedians are
1ot even aware that they're asking themselves questions. But on some
level, consciously or unconsciously, they are. How else could they
continually come up with new information and ideas to develop
Jokes! So | want you to begin asking questions consciously. When you
fearn to do that, you may excavate some deeply buried riches that will
surprise you as well as your audience. The steps making up the Joke
Mine are:

I, Select a setup, then list the assumptions: “What am | assuming
about this statement ™

1. Pick a target assumption, and identify the connector: “Wha is the
thing that caused me to make this target assumption ™

1, List some reinterpretations for the connector: “Other than the tar-
get, what other interpretations are there for my connector™

4, Choose a reinterpretation, and compose a 2nd story: “Relative to the
setup, what specific situation could explain my reinterpretation!”

1
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5. Write n:unch that expresses the 2nd staryi “In sddition to the
setup, what infs is needed o ¢ 2nd sta
clearly™ ) -

From Setup to Punch
As you move through the Joke Mine, I'd like to state one thing lowd
and clear. (Maybe you can’t hear how loud [ am, but I do want you to
be cIelanbunt this point.) If ac any time in this process you think of a joke,
w it down, The purpose of this system is to help you generate mare-
rial. A good joke is a good joke, no matter how or when YOou compose
it. It doesn't matter if it's the result of going through all the Joke Mine
steps, or just doing the first step, or even having a random thought. If

you think it’s a good idea or joke, write it down.
The first step in the Joke Mine is the setup. Let’s start with this one:

L. SeLect A SeTup, THEN LIST THE AssumpTioNs: “WHAT Au |
ASSUMING ABOUT THIS STATEMENT!"

This morming I got up and ran five miles.

Ym\'enm&wnpﬁmuabmtdnwmp.dnxgh you may not be aware
of them. To find out what they are, examine the details of the Lst story
that you imagined. Any difference berween what the setup actually says
and the 1st story is an ption. Now ask this step i
Q: What am | assuming about this statement?
A: I'm assuming:

a. He ran in order to get exercise.

b. He's not exaggerating about the distance.

¢. He's running outside.

d. I'van means he jogged on his own feet.

e. He's telling the truth.

These assumptions aren't the only ones that could be made, and
they're not necessarily the “right ones.” They're just the anes that are
obvious to me. (Whenever you work with any of the step’s questions,
be sure to write your answers down. Don't ry ro keep them all in your
head. Many people automatically come up with jokes by just glean-
ing assumptions. If you do, write them down, too.)

The next step in the Joke Mine is:

18

0 Prcx A TARGET AssUsimion, AND ToenTiry T ConnecTon: “WHat
0 THIL THING THAT CAUSED MIETO MAKI THIS TARGET ASSUMPTIONT"
My impulse is to go with (a) because it's the most obvious:

Thrget Assumption: He ran m order to get exercise.

When pondering which assumption to pick as your target assump-
on, consider the one that lends itself to the most humor. If you find
aurself instinctively drawn to a particular targer, trust your impulse;

you notice a target that indicates a reinterpretation with comical
pomsibilities, go for it.

Often the most obvious assumption is usually the best choice for the
farget assumption because it's the one everybody will make when you
eliver the setup. Remember, you want to eventually shatter the as-
sumption held by your audience. That won't be possible if you choose
i obscure assumption that most of the audience members won't make.
Once you've picked your target assumption, you need to identify
the thing that you made the assumption about: the connector. This is
most important and difficult step in this system. After you've iden-
ified the connector, all of the following steps are an extension of it.
the time to evaluate your thought process up to this point. Some
ntial ingredient in the setup caused you to make your target as-
sumption. What was it? The best tool you have for identifying it is the

iquestion for this step:

"1 What is the thing that caused me to make this targer assumption?
Az If my target assumption is he ran in order to get exercise, then |
- made this assumption about the reason he ran.

Connector: The reason he ran.

So now the reason he ran is the connector, the thing you're making
 the rarget assumption about. In the next step, we will look at other in-
terpretations of this connector, which will help to understand how the
reason he van can be interpreted in at least two different ways.

As we go along, I'll continue putting our information on the Joke
Diagram. (You don't have to do this when you're writing your own
jokes.) This shows how each step supplies a different part of the joke.
(See Diagram 7.)
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Diagram 7
This morning | got up and ran five miles,

Setup
13t Story: He's a healthy go-genter,
Target Assumption: He ran in order to get exercise.

Connector: The reason he ran.

Reinterpretation: !
2nd Story:

Punch

3. List Some REINTERPRETATIONS FOR THE CONNECTOR: “OTHER
THAN THE TARGET, WHAT OTHER INTERPRETATIONS ARE THERE FOR MY
CONNECTOR!™

What we're looking for are alternative interpretations for the connec-
tor the reason he ran. The key here is to be as specific as possible. For
instance, instead of just saying “He was scared," try imagining a more
derailed situation, such as He ran because he was scaved by a horrifying
face. Ask the step's question:

Q: Other than the target, what other interpretations are there for
my connector (the reason he ran)?
Az Other possible reasons for the subject running five miles could be:
a He ran because he was scared by a horrifying face.
b. He ran because he was being pulled along against his will.
c. He ran because he was chasing a naked woman.
d. He ran because his car was rolling away.

Keep in mind that these are neither the only reinterpretations nor
the “right ones.” The list could have been longer, I'm sure, and no
doubt you will come up with interpretations | didn’t think of. Also, if
some of these sound goofy, bizarre, or implausible relative to the setup,
it's all right. When you're prospecting, not everything will yield ore,
This leads us to the next step

Joke Writing

. CHOOSE A REINTERPRETATION, AND COMPOSE A ZND STORY:
\TIVE TO THE SETUP, WHAT SPECIFIC SITUATION COULD EXPLAIN
REINTERPRETATIONT"

this step, you select one of the reinterpretations from the list, and
b your joke's rei jon. I'm choosing (a).

Reinterpretation: He ran becase he was scared by a horrifying face.

This reinterpretation by irself isn’t usually a punch, but it is the cen-

concept for the 2nd story. Note that the reinterpretation derives
meaning relative to the seup: This morning he got up and ran five

slles {because he was scared by a horrifying face). This is important to

because not all reinterpretations are plausible ideas for a punch.

To devise a 2nd story, you'll need to search through various situa-

that will help explain or justify the reinterpretation. The ques-

from this step may be sufficient to enable you to do this, you

t have 1o ask a number of questions, or the idea might come with-

usking any questions at all. If suddenly you think of a punch that
, write it down. However, it's best to be prepared to keep digging

th questions until you find the situation and story you need. Let’s

with the step's question:

i Relative to the setup, what specific situation could explain my

ation?

He woke up in bed with an ugly person.

That's a situation, but for the punch to make complete sense, it will *

more details. Let's keep digging:

(1 Why did he wake up in bed with an ugly person?

1 He might have spent the night with an ugly lady.

1 Why would he do that!?
At He picked her up in a bar the night before when he was really

Thar was casy. Now let’s put it all together as a 2nd story:

The night before, he gt really drunk in o bar, picked up an ugly lady,
wind spent the night with her. In the morning, when he woke up sober
il bl chance 1o see what she actually Toked like, he bolted.

]
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If you come up with a different story, that's fine as long as it explains
in a believable way how a horrifying face that scared him happened to be
there when he woke up. Diagram 8 shows the informartion we have so far.

Diagram 8

This morning | got up and ran five miles,

Setup
Lst Story: He's a healthy go-gerter.
Target Assumption: He ran in order to get exercise,

Connector: The reason he ran.
Reinterpretation: He ran because he was scared by a hor-

rifying face.
2nd Story: He woke wup next to an ugly bar pickup and bolted

Punch

We've made it all the way through the passage. We started with the
setup, which gave us our Ist story. Then we went on to dig up a target
assumption, a connector, and a reinterpretation, and composed a plau-
sible 2nd story. Now we're ready to excavate a punch.

5. WRITE A PUNCH THAT EXPRESSES THE 2ND STORY: “IN ADDITION
TO THE SETUP, WHAT INFORMATION IS NEEDED TO COMMUNICATE MY
Inp STORY CLEARLYT”

There are many ways to communicate the 2nd story as a punch. In
addition o deciding what the punch should say, you'll need to experi-
ment with how it should be phrased or acted out. Asking questions is
the best way to come up with ideas, so begin with the step's question,
then keep digging with more questions until you unearth a gem.

Q: In addition to the setup, what information is needed to commu-
nicate my Ind story clearly?

A: He picked up someone ugly in a bar, woke up next to her, and
that’s why he ran.

Joke Writing

This is the information that the punch has to get across. It must do
plfectively but, at the same time, concisely. That's why writing a
punch is sort of like solving a puzzle. The solution is to say only
needed to communicate the 2nd story clearly. Here are a few
lines for writing a punch:
There is no one “right way” to go about writing a punch. How a

is phrased or acted out will change from comedian to come-
ian. Write punches in the way you naturally speak or act.
Since brevity is the soul of wit, you should try to reveal the Ind
Mory in as few words as possible.
ke this punch, for example:

T'his morning | got up and ran five miles. That's because | was in a bar
lwat niight, and | picked up this incredibly ugly woman when I was

dead drunk. I spent the night with her, but when 1 saw her this

moming | freaked.

* Although this punch does reveal and communicate our Znd story, it
't do so succinctly. That's why it doesn't sound very funny. As the
suggests, a punch really should be like a blow from a fist—hard
fnst. | like this one better:

This moming | got up and ran five miles. You would've too, if you
tolled over and saw the troll | picked up last night at that bar.

This version is not only a full eighteen words shorter, but it saves
most surprising aspect for the end of the punch. This increases the
| t tremendously.

8o how do you decide on the exact wording for a punch? Let your
of humor be your guide. Try many different versions, then go
‘With the phrasing that sounds funniest to you.

~ Diagram 9 shows the final version of our joke. Look through all the
ptops and observe the comic logic that takes us through the passage
from setup to punch.
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Driagram 9

This moming | got up and ran five miles,

Setup
1st Story: He's a healthy go-getter.

Target Assumption: He ran in ovder to gee exercise,
Connector: The reason he ran.

Reinterpretation: He ran because he was scared by a hor-
2nd Story: He woke up next 1o an ugly bar picki and bolted

You would have too, if you rolled over and saw the
troll | picked up last night at that bar.

Punch

Remember, you only have to give the audience enough information to
get the 2nd story across. How you do it is entirely up to you. [t doesn't
even have to be done with words—for instance, the joke we just wrote
could also be written this way:

ThIIs morning | got up and ran five miles. It was like . . . (panto-
mime waking up with a terrible hangover, furning over, seeing an
ugly bar pickup, tearing your arm free, and running).

If you have the acting skills to make the audience envision the
scene from your physical reenactment alone, that’s all they'll need to
put the 2nd story together. That's whar | mean by there being no sin-
gle “right way."

I can tell you quite honestly that when | started writing this joke |
had absolutely no idea where it would end up, but the punch isn't bad
at all. That's the rabbit hole for you. And speaking of rabbit holes, |
want to show you how you can come up with different punch -
ploring different tunnels. A

Joke Mine Options: Exploring Other Tunnels
‘What happens when, no matter how you try to phrase it or act it out,
you don't like the joke you come out of the passage with? Or what if

24

ot stk b runnel and can't find i way out, no matter how hard
try ! What do you do then! Well, there are always jabs available in
service industry. And, you have a few other options.

i you get stuck or come up with a joke you don't much care for,
panibe. Just return to Step 4 and choose another reinterpretation
I you find one that makes you laugh. If you're still not happy, go all
sy bk 1o Step 2 and pick another target assumption. Each alter-
ve tepresents another tunnel that could lead to a joke you'll like.

Back 10 STer 4: CHoose A DIFFERENT REINTERPRETATION

thiis variation, I'm going to line my expl This method
provide plenty of unexplored tunnels to search whenever you feel
pweed for change of direction.

i# is the setup statement:

This moming | got up and ran five miles.
And here's the information from the first three steps:

Turget assumption: He ran in order w get exercise.

Connector: The reason he ran.

Reinterpretations:  a. He ran because he was scared by a horrifying

. face.

b. He ran because he was being pulled along

¢. He ran because he was chasing a naked
woman.

d: His ran because his car was rolling away.

A REINTERPRETATION, AND COMPOSE A ZND STORY: “REL-
TO THE SETUP, WHAT SPECIFIC SITUATION COULD EXPLAIN MY RE-
ATION!"

s time let’s choose (b) from the list of possibilities.

Reinterpreration: He ran because he was being pulled along against his will.
Now ask the step's question:

Q1 Relative to the setup, what specific situation could explain my

telnterpretation!

25
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A: He could be pulled along by a train.

After asking a number of questions in an attempt to build a 2nd sto-
ry that would make sense of this reinterpretation, | came up with this:

While riding on a erain, he fell out of the sleeper car, got hooked on
the door, and had to run alongside the train.

5. WRITE A PuncH THAT ExprEsses THE 2ND STORY: “IN ADDITION
TO THE SETUP, WHAT INFORMATION [S NEEDED TO COMMUNICATE MY
2ND STORY CLEARLY!"

In answer to this step's question, | wrote this punch:

This morning | got up and ran five miles. While riding on a train, |
rolled over in my berth and fell out of the sleeper car, and my pa-
jama top got caught on the door.

In my professional opinion, that sucks. It’s not believable at all, and
I wouldn't perform this joke or even admit | wrote it to anyone—ex-
cept you, of course. But it serves to demonstrate that when you're pros-
pecting for the mother lode, sometimes you only come up with fool's
gold. After all, | don't want to give you the impression that all the
jokes created with this system are great ones. Some will be great, some
will be okay, and some will bite the big one. That's the nature of joke
writing. The idea is to have options.

Here, for instance, we've ended up with a joke that's pretty awful.
But with a different reintery ion or rarger ption, we might
come up with something better. So let's go back to Step 4 and choose
another reinterpretation.

Go Back 10 STeP 4 Acam: CHOOSE ANOTHER REINTERPRETATION
I'm going to go through this with even less explanation because if
you're not clear about how this system works by now, you should con-
sider a job that requires a shovel.

4. CHOOSE A REINTERPRETATION, AND COMPOSE A 2ND STORY: “ReL -

ATIVE TO THE SETUP, WHAT SPECIFIC SITUATION COUILD EXPLAIN MY RE-
INTERFRETATION "
Going down the list, we'll pick remnterpretanion (d)

Reinterpreration: He ran becan hiv e s nilling sy

Joke Writing

Adfter asking the step's question and several more about how the
speaker could wind up chasing his own car, | came up with this 2nd story:

His battery died, and when he push-started the car all by himself, it

took off downhill and he had to chase it.

This struck me as a good story, bur it seemed to conflict slightly with
the setup's implication that the speaker had just awakened. That would
seem to place him in a bedroom rather than outside with his car. This
wasn't really a problem, though, and in a second you'll see why.

5. WaITE A Pusicy THaT Expresses THE 2N STORY: “IN ADDITION
TO THE SETUP, WHAT INFORMATION 15 NEEDED TO COMMUNICATE MY
2ND STORY CLEARLY!"
When | answered this question to help me create a punch that would
effectively express my 2nd story, | also adjusted the setup to fit the 2nd
story better. This was the result:
This morning | got up, went out, and ran five miles. Never push-
start your car when you're alone on a hill.

Diagram 10 shows what this one looks like.
Diagram 10
This morning | got up, went out, and ran five miles.

Setup
15t Story: He's a healthy go-geuter.

Target Assumptiont He ran in order to get exercise.
Connector: The reason he ran.
Reinterpretation: He ran becasese his car was rolling away.
2nd Story: His battery died, and when he push-started
the car all by himself, it took off downhill and he had o
chase ir.

Never push start your car when you're alone on a hill.

Punch
This joke tickles me, and I'd say it o keeper. Eurckal
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Occasionally, you'll come up with a great 2nd story that seems to
clash with some little detail in the setup. If that happens, make what-
ever adjustments are needed for the joke to work. When it comes to
joke writing, nathing is set in stone. It's your joke, and you can change
itany way that suits you. In this case, simply adding the words went out
to the setup placed the speaker ourside and suggested that he hadn't
just rolled out of bed. At the same time, it didn't alter the Lst story,
arget assumption, of connector.

1 can’t begin to cover all the ways a joke can be written and rewrit-
ten, 50 I'll do the next best thing: encourage you to experiment.

Between this punch and the one about the bar pickup, we've writ-
ten two good jokes by digging different tunnels through the passage.
But let's say that you still don't like any of the punches we've come up
with (and maybe you don't). What do you do then? There's still the
option of going all the way back to Step 2 and choosing a different tar-
get assumption.

Go Back 10 Step 2: Pick A DIFFeRENT TARGET ASSUMPTION
Owr original setup was:

This moming | got up and ran five miles.

Here's the list of assumptions we compiled in Step 1:

a. He ran in order to get exercise.

b. He's not exaggerating about the distance.
¢. He's unning outside.

d. I ran means he jogged on his own feet.

e. He's telling the truth.

You should be familiar with how the steps work by now. What | re-
ally want you to notice is how choosing a different target assumption
will lead you ro a different punch.

2. Pick & TARGET ASSUMPTION, AND IDENTIFY THE CONNECTOR:
“NWHAT IS THE THING THAT CAUSED ME TO MAKE THIS TARGET AS-
SUMPTIONT"

This time I'm going to try target assumption (e)

Target Assumption: He's telling the truh

Joke Writing

;mhdwﬂlimdmcamd me to make this target assumption?

 His manner of communicating.

Connector: His manner of commamicating.

| know that his manner of commumnicating is the connector because

at caused me to make the target assumption he's elling the eruth.

indication that his manner of communicating is the connector

the fact that it can be interpreted in more than one way.

LisT SoME REINTERPRETATIONS FOR THE CONNECTOR: “OTHER

THE TARGET, WHAT OTHER INTERPRETATIONS ARE THERE FOR MY

ECTOR ‘F‘

this step’s question:

Other than the target, what other interpretations are there for

b connector (his manner of communication)?

i & He's bying and didn't actually run that far or at all.

Sometimes the possibilities are singular.

A REINTERPRETATION, AND COMPOSE A 2ND STORY: “REL-

TO THE SETUP, WHAT SPECIFIC SITUATION COULD EXPLAIN MY RE-

PRETATIONI"

... I'll choose (a).

Reinterpretation: He's bying and didn't actually run that far or at all.

\Asking this step’s question and a few more give me the details |
| to create a believable 2nd story that explains how this guy could

ify saying he ran five miles when he didn’t actually run ar all:

Me's bragging about being so wealthy that he can hire someone else to

tho his jogging for him.

Wiute a Punch THAT Expresses THE 2ND STORY: “IN ADDITION

THE SETUP, WHAT INFORMATION IS NEEDED TO COMMUNICATE MY

IND STORY CLEARLYT”

I answer to this step's question | wrote this joke:

*“This moming | got up and ran five miles, Well, not me personal-

Iy: | pay a guy to do that for me.

9
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Diagram 11 illustrates the whole joke.

Diagram 11
This morning | got up and ran five miles.
Setup
st Story: He's a healthy go-pester.
Target Assumption: He's telling the eruch.
Connector: Thar he actually ran the five miles.
Reinterpretation: He's lying and didn't actially run that
faror atall.
2nd Story: He's a wealthy guy who hires someone to jog for
him.

Well, not me personally, | pay a guy to do that for
me.

Punch

That's not too bad, especially for a heavy-set comic. Louie Ander-
son could probably get a nice laugh from a joke like that. This exam-
ple shows how going back to Step 2 and choosing a different target

can lead to a diffe joke.

What if, lﬁwmmgnll r}\cm l]lmughdu passage and exploring
different runnels by ch ions or target as-
sumptions, you still haven't hll: pay dirt or hne the punches you've
come up with? In the next chapter I'll cover selecting another setup in
the Joke Map section.

So far we've managed to develop a couple of decent punches from one
setup—a pretty good strike. That's the beauty of using this joke system;
you don't have to sit around waiting for a lightning balt of inspiration,
Of course you'll still think of jokes out of the blue sometimes, but if
you write every day or need something funny right away, you'll know
how to go through the passageway and (il it

The Joke Mine has ws many connels an yonr imgination will allow

Joke Writing

to explore. It's designed to be flexible and help you express your
of humor. All you have to do is spend some time digging for it.

‘Mow that you've learned about the elements of joke structure, it's
for you to enter the Joke Mine to explore the secret passage be-
setup and punch. Using a separate piece of paper, plug the fol-
setups into the form on page 32 and write a punch for each

: | drove through an exclusive neighborhood.
| was stuck in a hospital for a week.
For Father's Day, | took my father out.



Step by Seep to Seand-Up Comedy

1.

r

w

o

Practicing the Joke Mine

Select a Setup, Then List the A
about this statement ™

Setup:

“What am |

Assumptions: |

. Pick a Target Assumption, and Identify the Connector: “What is

the thing that caused me to make this target assumption?”
Target:

Connector:

. List Some Reinterpretations for the Connector: “Other than the

rarget, what other interpretations are there for my connector?”
Reinterpr

Choose a Reinterpretation, and Compose a 2nd Story: “Relative 1o
the setup, what specific situation could explain my reinterpretation?”
Setup:

Reinterpretation:

2nd Story:

Write a Punch That Expresses the 2nd Story: “In addition to the
setup, what inf ion is needed ro « i my Ind story
clearly™

Setup: )

Punch:

What to Write Jokes About
The Joke Prospector

working comic has been asked the question, “Where do you get
Ieas for your material™ The answer, of course, is “from my life.” |
that because I don't know anything abour your life.

s an old writing adage that says, “Write what you know."
really, if you think about it, what else can you write! As an artist
i hive one incredibly precious thing that no one else in the entire
has: your own perspective. That's why I urge you to write about
world as you perceive it, the things that interest you, and your
opinions and feelings. Tell your ruth. Whether the audience
with you is not an issue. Many artists, from Picasso to Andrew
Clay, have expressed points of view that ran counter to their
!, They told their truth, and people—eventually a lot of people—
to that truth. (Even though Picasso never did appear on
)

One thing you should never, ever try to write about is what you guess
 aiidience might think is funny. There’s actually a word for people who
try to write what they think someone else will like: Hacks.
Nou do have to consider whether the audience will be able to under-
what you say. But always rely on your own sensibilities to guide
when you're making the initial decisions about what's funny, inter-
Ing, important, or simply worth talking about. If you really think
1e's something terribly funny about McMNuggets, PMS, farting, pee-
, snot, or butt-thongs, then by all means write about those things.
t don't do it because you heard someone else get a laugh with it.
Many comedians never actively choose what they're going to write
s about because they wait for inspiration. A new routine comes to
them all ot once in an unpredictable lash of funny thoughts. Then
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they dry up until the next lightning bolt strikes. These comics rely only
on this haphazard approach because they don't know any other way.

In my opinion, inspiration is without a doubt the best way to gen-
erate material. The subject matter is heartfelt and honest, and the
jokes are usually well-structured because they come in an intuitive
flash. However, if you want to be able to write material on a topic of
your choice at any time, you need a method. And, as you know, [ just
happen to have one: The Joke Prospector.

The Joke Map

In the previous chapter, we dug into the Joke Mine to find punches for
setups. Here, I'll explain how the Joke Map allows you to survey your
life for the raw material that will lead to joke setups. Then we'll reen
ter the Joke Mine to find punches for them. If you're starting from
nothing, the realization that you can write jokes about everything can
be overwhelming. The Joke Map assists you in turning generalitic:
into specifics, which is essential because . . .

=

I cannot overemphasize the importance of this secret. When my
students have difficulty writing material, it's usually because they're at
tempting to find a joke in some broad generality. As soon as they be
gin searching in the details, they discover treasure. As the father of
acting technique, C ine Stanislavski, once said, “Generality i«
the death of art.” This also applies to writing comedy—you can never
be too specific.

Narrowing your ideas from generalities to specific details is the pri
mary function of the Joke Map. This is accomplished in five steps,
helping you move from a chosen OPic tO Creating i pnch—premise 1
forming a setup—premise, and then writing some setups,

Seceer 5:
THE JOKES ARE IN THE DETAILS,

Topic: Single Subject Presenting Something “Wrong"
Choosing a joke topic can be cither an extromaly simple step or an
angst-ridden g

o Avphen ane odten thrust upon s

What e Write Jokes About

sre trapped in car hell, ending a relationship, or have been in an

. hurricane, or flood, it's easy to find a topic. However, for
people who are reluctant to express true opinions, finding a u?:?ic
[Mesent a crisis since it requires them to be vulnerable and specific.
my advanced workshops, students often search for a topic in areas
think of as fun, and they seldom come up with anything. When
delve into areas where they have conflicts, issues, and problems,
find a wealth of material. Sometimes | ask questions to help (hel:l
|gate a problem area, and they'll almost always say, “But ll.m s
funiny.” And they're right. A topic isn't funny. It's the hurtful things
Jond 1o funmy jokes. Why is it that these unfunny things are such
areas for comedy?

Secrer #6:
SENSE OF HUMOR FVOLVED AS A MEANS OF COPING WITH PAINFUL THINGS.

tial comedy hides in the most unlikely places—painful things.
this mean I'm asking you to write jokes about painful things?
... yes and no. I'm asking you to write jokes abour something you
™ "

\::\urltnwnl of pain in every joke, because things we cc.msl':l:r
g cauise us pain in some form, ranging from agony to mild discom-
times the pain is as obvious as Richard Pryor's reenactment
Iyeart attack, and sometimes as subtle as Steven Wright's exis-
angst. But it's always there. Always. . .
begin with the joke below and follow how it was written using
Juke Prospector,

jpostal workers are actually very efficient—with guns.

Wihen choosing a topic, we must consider if it fits the cmens of I:c
# dingle subject presenting something wrong. Take, for instance, this

Thphes the post office

I8 It & single subject! Yes, Like a sentence, §

. srive endeave
By, o joke should have one idea ar ins core. Any creative endeavor
Wit ivies 10 cover more than one central ke tends o get lost because

ph, chapter, or
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it has 1o single through line, Is there somaething wrong for someone |
Yes. Although the issue lsn't stated i the tople i seill the basis for
choosing the topic in the first place,

An important note: A topic must not include an opinion. The func-
tion of a topic is to begin with something general, from which you can
generate countless details. For instance, if | were 1o phrase the topic as
the post office is slow, | am restricted to writing jokes about the post
office being slow. As a foundation, it's better to use a broad topic that
you can have many opinions about. And don't worry, you'll get o
chance to express all your opinions in the punch-premise.

Keep in mind that a topic doesn't have to be something wrong only
for you; it can be hing wrong for or hing else.
What do | mean by “something else"? For instance, Robin Williams
has a bit about changing his baby's diaper, in which the baby poops on
the floor. Robin becomes his dog, checks out the situation, and then
asks why his owner doesn't rub the youngster’s nose in it. The dog has
a problem with the fact that the child is getting better treatment than
he would in a similar circumstance.

Association List: Smaller Aspects
Once you've chosen a general topic, make an association list of all the
specific things you can think of relating to that topic. Keep the entries on
the list as short as possible and avoid long descriptions. It's important to
keep your choices specific; I could list door, for example, but that could be
an aspect of almost anything. Choose things identified with your topic.

lines boxes uniforms federal building
eagle logo  keys jingle envelopes stamp designers
stamps. string postcards delivering mail
mailslots PO, box PO.box key  stamp machines
letrers pony express  packages wanted posters
mailbox Express Mail  tellers postal workers
jeeps biting dogs licking

job security  junk mail Rovernment agency
employee of the month

vehicle steering wheel on opposite side
postal slogan (Neither rain, nor sleet . . )

Punch-Premiser A Negative Opinlon
About a Smaller Aspect a7
: o narrow
Ing you've selected a proper tople, you now n .
Ien to 0 more specific concept which | call a punch—ﬁmmsz Thfe
| call it the punch—premise is that your punches will, more of-
than not, be an expression of this concept. The p\.mch—pn:mnse_ is
! opinion about a smaller aspect of the topic. By negative opin-
| mean a bunch of things: negative thoughts, }udsmlenm atti-
A feelings, emotional reactions, beliefs, and values. S;::e we're
h hing wrong (the topic), we're sure to Iw some
“l:e‘::ﬂn::::lﬁv s:naller aspect, | mean all the details t_infctly of
irectly related to the topic. This is where your association list
into play, because it consists entirely of smaller aspects.
o create a punch-premise, I'll select from the association list the
aspect delivering mail and add a the negative opinion: incompetent.
Punch-premise: incompetent at delivering mail
i i le.
rtant note: The punch—premise cannot contain an exampl
Ainnl:l“;dp;m example of how the postal workers are incompetent at
‘mail, it restricts the punch—premise to the specific area of
t example. Here's a badly formed punch—premise with an example:

. Bad Premise: incompetent at delivering mail by taking it to the wrong
hlf
i iting

This incorrectly constructed punch—premise restricts us to wril ;
Jukes only abour postal warkers being incompetent at finding the cor
pect address, which excludes being incompetent becm::vth;!y:m oo

rratic schedules, intentionally skip houses, have the wrong
ko d's mail, nru ything else we may wish to write about. A
pm:h-pnmis: consists only of a smaller aspect of the topic and a neg-

inion about it. :

m"l.: mu_]\ohe Prospector system, having a well devised punch—pt:mnser
s the key. If your punch—premise is badly constructed, then the rest o
the method will go awry. Take the time to make sure your punch—
premise is well formed before moving to the next step.

tohharh
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Setup-Premise
Ig Opposite Opinion to the Punch-Premise
Since punches are expresions of the punch-premise, to write setups
you'll need to form a serup-premise, which retains the same smaller as-
pec'; of the punch—premise, but shifts to an opposite opinion.
eep this step simple. All you are doing is changing to an
l-‘r‘llllll"
opposite from that of the punch-premise. The setup—premise is the
concept from which you will write your setups.
Punch—premi 1 at delivering mail
Setup-premise: competent at delivering mail
An important note: Do not use the setup—premise as the setup i
ip itself
Some people get confused because the setup-premise seems like such
a good setup that they write one joke from it, then wonder where 1o

g0 from there. If the setup-premise is formed correctly, you should he
able to write a whole bunch of setups.

Setup And Punch: Opposite (Directly or by Degree)

Charlie Chaplin said a long time ago, “Comedy is two opposire
ideas that collide.” This is true even roday. In general terms, setups and
punches are apposite either directly in the form of good to bad, or by
degree in the form of bad 1 worse. Let's examine this relationship to
illuminate the reason for employing a punch—premise and a setup-
premise that have opposite opinions.

A joke based on the pattern of good to bad is directly opposite be-
cause the setup is about something good, and the punch is abour some-
thing bad. To see how this works, take a look ar this joke from Stephen
King. That's right, the famous author of horror novels has a wonder-
fully wicked sense of humor, The story goes that when asked by a jour-
nalist how he came up with such imaginative ideas for his stories, Mr.
King answered:

1 still have the heart of a little boy . .. in a jar on my desk.

To reveal the opposites, let’s break the joke down into its funda-
mental elements. In general terms, the setup is about the author hay-
ing the playful, imaginative, and creative spirit of a lictle boy, which is
good. Then the punch gives us an opposite view, the author keeping

L}
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wetinl physical heart of o lictle boy inoa plekle jar on his writing
1 think most people would consider thar bad.

other relationship between setup and punch is bad to worse,
In less clear because it's opposite by degree. To show you whar |
s here's a joke from my student Derek McKusick:

Ming raised with five sisters can really warp your mind. | was six-
before | realized | was fat and not just retaining water.

A the setup, Derek is influence so completely by his five sisters that
deluded into believing he isn't fat when he actually is—which is
| Then, in the punch, at sixteen he awakens to the fact that he re-
i fat and not just retaining water—which is worse.

Whether your jokes go from good to bad or bad to worse, they'll al-
be moving toward the more ive. If you're fortabl
this concept, get used to it because it's a consistently useful tech-
that will come in handy whenever you're writing jokes.

Writing Setups: Examples of the Setup-Premise
mentioned earlier, the setup-premise is the idea from which you'll
u series of setups. You can best do this by thinking of examples of the
mise and writing them as short sentences. It's important to re-
ber that a setup—premise is not a setup. If you write a joke using your
ise as a setup, you'll only get one joke. This defeats the purpose
# system designed to generate enough jokes for an entire routine.
Here are several setups based on the sample about the post office:

~ Setup-premise: competent at delivering mail
a. The postal workers are actually very efficient
b. | never get anyone else’s mail
. They are good abour forwarding mail

The above setups are all examples reflecting the post office’s com-
petence. This seems simple enough, but there's one deceptive chal-
lenge. Since the setup-premise’s opinion is the opposite from what you
'~ uctually feel about the subject, you'll probably have to use your imagi-
pation to make up fictitious examples. Competent is not my opinion
about mail delivery, but to write the above sctups | had to put my per-
sonal feelings aside and write some examples as if the setup—premise

39
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were true. Remember, these are only the setups, and you'll ger your
chance to state your real opinion in the punches.

Bringing the sample joke back to its original form, notice how |
used setup (a) to write the completed joke, “The postal workers are
actually very efficient—with guns."

1 hope this clarifies the various terms of the Joke Map. If you're unclear
about the meaning and use of topic, punch-premise, or setup—premise
go back and reread this section. You should be familiar with these ele-
ments and their relationship to each other before moving on.

Surveying for Material: From Topic to Setup
In this section we'll go through the entire Joke Prospector system and write
an original joke. Beginning with the Joke Map, we'll go from topic to set-
up, then plug that setup into the Joke Mine and, finally, write a punch.
The steps to the Joke Map are:
A. List Some Topics: “What are some things | consider wrong that I'm
interested in talking about!”
B. Select One Topic and Make an Association List: “What are all the
things I can think of that relate to my topic!"
C. Create Several Punch—Premises: “What negative opinions do |
have about some smaller aspects of my topic!”
D. For Each Punch-Premise Form a Setup-Premise: “What’s the op-
posite opinion to my chosen punch-premise™
E. Choose a Setup-Premise and Write a List of Setups: “What arc
some examples or statements that express my setup-premise!”

Remember:

Secwer #4 (acain):
YOU EXPLORE BY ASKING QUISTIONS,

Asking questions is the comerstone of creativity. The steps contain
their own questions to help you get started, but if you feel the need w0
ask more questions in your search for i topic, punch-premise, setup
premise, or setups, by all mesns dooso

What to Write Jokes About

Before unfolding the Joke Map and consulting your comedy com-
there’s one more thing to keep in mind. Anywhere within the
Prospector you may find that a joke just pops into your mind.
' wonderful. The whole point of this process is to give you a
to generate material. | don't care if you start writing jokes in the
of the steps. Just because they didn't come directly from the
of the Joke Prospector doesn't mean they aren't good jokes.
yourself: They're probably grear jokes. Accept the gift, and
them all down. This joke writing system is built on the princi-
that when you feed information to a fertile comic mind, ir starts
aut jokes. Go with it. Now, let's get down to the business
[writing a joke.
List SoMe Torics: “WHAT ARE SOME THINGS | CONSIDER WRONG
MAT I'M INTERESTED IN TALKING ABOUTI"
add a little outside influence to this Joke Map, | asked my friend

co-comedy clinician, Frank Miles, to supply the examples for this
ion. As always, begin by asking the step's question:
What are some things | consider wrong that I'm interested in
about?
Topics: a. fear

b. The Department of Motor Vehicles

. my family

d. hockey
Remember, these are Frank's issues; you may have a completely dif-
t list.
. SLecT ONE TOPC AND MAKE AN ASSOCIATION LIST: “WHAT ARE
JALL THE THINGS | CAN THINK OF THAT RELATE TO MY TORICT"
 {hoose the topic for which you have the most emotional hear. Frank's
i lot of issues with his family, so he chose:

Topic: my family

Next, an association list is compiled to generate some specific ideas
hout the topic my family, To do this, ask the step's question:
2 Whiat are all the things | can think of that relate to my topic!
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A: List: my mother
my father
my brother
family vacations
family dinners
family reunions

Frank’s original list went on forever because the topic is so broad,
but this shortened version will do. Make your own association list as
long as possible, and while you're working on it make sure to have ex-
tra paper nearby. You may come up with several funny ideas, jokes, or
even an entire routine. What you write on the list can stimulate your
comic mind, and the next thing you know an entire funny story comes
flowing out. It’s all part of the process. Enjoy it.

C. CreATE SEVERAL PUNCH-PREMISES: “WHAT NEGATIVE OPINIONS
DO | HAVE ABOUT SOME SMALLER ASPECTS OF MY TORICI”

Pay close attention to the criteria for creating a punch—premise. Re-
member, it must have a negative opinion about a smaller aspect of the
topic, and it cannot contain an example. These points are very impor-
tant because this is the step where many students get off course. If you
veer off just a few degrees you'll go farther and farther off course as you
travel along. Check your punch-premise several times. If you're won-
dering where to find a smaller aspect of the topic, check your associa-
tion list. It's full of them.

Ask the step's question:

Q: Whar negative opinions do | have about some smaller aspects of
my topic (my family)?
Az Punch-Premises:  a. My relationship with my mother was very bad
b. My father was stupid.
<. My brother ruined things.
d. Our family vacations were hell.

Double-check the punch-premises. Do these involve a more specil
ic aspect of your topic! Yes. Do they include a negative opinion? Yes
Do they contain an example! No, These are valid punch-premises
While these are all based v ivems fnom Fronk's associntion list, keep

What to Write Jokes Abour

mind that this may not always be the case. There are many more
ler aspects from which to write punch—premises.

recurring mistake my students make is getting so excited by
strong a punch-premise is because of the opinion involved that
use it as a serup. This may work, but since a punch-premise can
many jokes, set your sights on writing an entire routine.

For Eace Puncr-Presise Form A Setup—Presise: “What's
QPFFOSITE OPINION TO MY CHOSEN PUNCH—PREMISE™
 form the setup-premise for each punch-premise. This is an easy
ust find the opposite, positive, opinion to that of your punch—
s negative opinion. Ask the step's question:
What's the opposite opinion to my chosen punch—premise?

ises: a. My relationship with my mother was very good.
b. My father was brilliant.
c. My brother made things better.
d. Our family vacations were pleasant.

A SETUP-PREMISE AND WRITE A LIST OF SETUPS: “WHAT
BOME EXAMPLES OR STATEMENTS THAT EXPRESS MY SETUP—PREMISET"
lins the most issues with his mother, so he chose:

ise: My relatiomship with my mother was very good.

low he can start wriring setups by thinking of examples and stare-
that express the setup-premise. It's important to notice that
the opinion in the setup-premise is often wnirue, it requires an
Ination to answer this step's question. Be creative and make up
ples and as if the setup—premise were real. Begin

Mwwering the step's question:

What are some examples or statements that express my setup—

\se (my relationship with my mother was very good.)?

Betups: a. 1 call my mom all the time—

b. 1 send my mom flowers on every holiday—

. "1 had problems with my mom growing up, but now
that I'm older—

A Thinking about my mother dlwiys makes me smile
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All these setups are ¢ with the setup-premi
lazionship with my mother was very good.

When you do this step, remember not to put too much information
in @ setup, because you can get lost in all the assumptions associated
with it. Keep it as short as you can; include all of the information you
need, but no more.

that my re-

Having successfully finished the Joke Map, it's time to go onto the
next phase of the Joke Prospector—the Joke Mine. Now we can start
digging into one of Frank's setups to find punches for them.

The Joke Mine: From Setup to Punch

Since the Joke Mine was covered in Chapter 2, we'll just take a quick
tour here to demonstrate its relationship to the Joke Map.

1. SELECT A SETUP, THEN LIST THE ASSUMPTIONS: “WHAT am |
ASSUMING ABOUT THIS STATEMENT!”

Frank chose, *I call my mom all the time—."

Q: Whar am | assuming about this statement!

Assumptions: a. Call means to telephone her.
b. They're pleasant calls.
. She's my natural mother.
(When writing a joke of your own, you could come up with a punch
anywhere along the passage. If you do, write it down.)
2. Pick A TARGET ASSUMPTION, AND IDENTIFY THE CONNECTOR:
“WHAT 1S THE THING THAT CAUSED ME TO MAKE THIS TARGET
ASSUMPTIONT"
Frank chose assumption (a) as the target assumption, since it's the
most obvious one.
Target assumption: Call means o telephone her,
He uncovered the connector by asking this step’s question:

Q: What is the thing thin s

we b make this trger assumption”

Connecton: The word call

What to Write Jokes Abost

SOME REINTERPRETATIONS FOR THE CONNECTOR: “OTHER
THE TARGET, WHAT OTHER INTERPRETATIONS ARE THERE FOR MY
{5l

this step's question, Frank came up with:

terpretations: a. Call means calling our someone’s name.
b, Call means a referee making a eall or decision.
¢. Call means name-calling.

A REINTERPRETATION, AND COMPOSE A IND STORY: “REL-
10 THE SETUP, WHAT SPECIFIC SITUATION COULD EXPLAIN MY RE-

how the reinterpretation, | call my mother names, supports

punch-premise, My relationship with my mother was very bad. Ask

step's question:

Relative to the setup, what specific situation explains my reinter-
fon!

Calling my mother bad names would explain why my relation-

with her is bad.

o form the 2nd story, get a few more details about what bad

you call her.

What kind of bad things do | say when 1 call her?

| ol her she’s a bitch and a drunk and yell at her about how she used
101 Joxck me in the closet and how she's nained my life.

Wall, that's certainly elearer. Kind of brutal, but not everyone has a
telationship with their parents.

7.

L Wiite A4 Pusci That Exresses THE 28D STORY: “IN ADDITION
B THE SETUP, WHAT INFORMATION 1S NEEIED TO COMMUNICATE MY
) NTORY CLEARLY T

Mowing what the joke is about, the task now s to distill the 2nd sto-
B thown o conese panch. When you'se g this, you might have

45



Step by Step to Seand-Lip Comedy

to ask many questions unitil you find the phrasing that tickles your fun-
ny bone. Remember, brevity is the key.

Q: In addition to the setup, what information is needed to commu-
nicate my 2nd story clearly!

1 call my mather all the time—but in polite company, | can't tell

you what | call her,

There it is. A joke written withour waiting around for the muse, by
simply following all the steps of the Joke Prospector from the Joke Map
through the Joke Mine. In essence, the results of those steps are:

Topic: My family

Punch-pnmlsc My rﬁamndup with my mother was very bad.

Setup-p My relationship with my mather was very good.

Diagram 12 illustrares the progression from topic to punch. Again.
notice how the punch-premise and the punch are related by the nee
ative opinion, and how the setup—premise and the setup share the
same opinion.

12
I call my mom all the time—

Setup
Target Assumption: Call means to telephone her.

Connector: the word call.

Reinterpretation: Call means name-calling.

2nd Story: | tell her she's a bitch and a drunk and yell ar bor
about how she used to lock me in the closer and how she
ruained my life.

but in polite company, | can't tell you what | call hes

Punch

What to Write Jokes About

Joke Map Options: Plotting Another Course

Joke Prospector system offers many options. If you're not pleased
your jokes, it's easy to change your direction. Since we've already
the Joke Mine's options in Chapter 2, I'll only list the op-
for the Joke Map:

Back to Step E: Choose a Different Setup-Premise A great
gy to construct a whole routine is to choose another setup—
and write some more setups. Then, with those setups, reen-
the Joke Mine.

Back to Step C: Create More Punch—Premises It's amazing
many possible punch-premises each topic has. If you finish
titing some, write some more. Every item on your association list
be used to create a punch—premise. And from my own experi-
, I've found that an association list is almost limitless.

Back to Step B: Pick Another Topic Once you've thor-
ly explored a particular topic, go to the top of the Joke Map
plck another one. The ad of the Joke P system
that it opens up the possibility of writing about almost anything.
Back to Step A: List More Topics When you've run out of
, start searching for other things that you have issues with or
ive thoughts or feelings about. Remember, comedy is a playful
of dealing with painful things. The more horrific a concept,
better it usually is for comedy.

Customization

Joke Prospector is the only step-by-step system for writing jokes.
jgonl of the Joke Map is to help you with the process of selecting a
In order to write setups. Then, with those setups, you can dig
the Joke Mine to find punches, Even though this is systematic, it
't require you to follow the steps verbatim. Feel free to alter these
I any fashion that suits you and your style

 hinve one student, Bill Fuleo, who's customized the whole system.
Pireates his punch-premise, then jumps 1o the end of the Joke Mine
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and writes punches. After that, he goes back to the Joke Map, note:
the setup—premise, and writes setups for his punches. This works fur
him. Do what works for you.

Now it's time to practice writing jokes using the Joke Prospector. The
following form includes the steps of the Joke Map which will guide you
in writing setups. To write punches for your setups, you'll need to refer
to the Joke Mine form (page 32). Use a separate sheet of paper so you
can freely explore all options. And as you do, remember your options
Joke writing is a journey, not a destination.

What to Write Jokes About

Practicing the Joke P
The Joke Map

Some Topics (single subject—something wrong—no opinion) :
t are some things [ consider wrong that I'm interested in talk-
whout ™

1 One Topic and Make an Association List: “Whar are all the
| can think of that relate ro my topic!”

¢ Several Punch—premises (smaller aspect—negative opinion—
j.'

t negative opinions do | have about some smaller aspects of

tople!™

Premises:

Jluch Punch-premise Form a Serup— (opposite opinion):

Y the opposite opinion to my chosen punch-premise!™

Premises:

n Setup-premise and Write a List of Setups: *Whar are
exnmples or statements that express my setup—premise!”

Yunir own setups go 1o Practicing the Joke Mine (see page 32)
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From Funny to Funnier
Improving and Polishing Your Gems

A famous writer once said, “There is no writing, only rewriting.” That
may be extreme, but the point is well-taken. Once you have a first
draft, there are many things you can do to improve it. Sometimes you
hit the nail on the head with your first shot. But more often than not,
when you go about polishing your jokes you'll discover there are many
possible versions depending on which technigue you employ.

In this chapter, you'll learn some basic guidelines for sharpening
your jokes as well as a few techniques for expanding them. These
methods come from my own experience as a working comic and from
the tried-and. writing techni of ful dians I've
worked with over the years. But remember, these are not laws or
rules—they're guidelines. In the end, what works for you is what
counts, so use these helpful ideas as you see fit.

One word of advice: Don’t worry about polishing and improving
your material while you're coming up with ir. Creating and editing are
two very different and mutually exclusive functions. When you're
writing new jokes, write quickly and move on. Later, come back to
polish the rough gems you've dug up. Otherwise, you'll kill your mo-
mentum and leave a lot of wnnels unexplored. Also, you'll often find
that when you come back to a joke a day or so later, you have a fresh
perspective and new ideas. So write first, improve later.

Economy

As Shakespeare said, “Previty is levity,” Nothing kills a good joke
more certainly than smothering it with an avalanche of unnecessary
words and informavion, | alked w linde abonr this subject when you
were fiest leanning to write o pin b

i

From Fumny to Funnier

A student of mine, Terry R. Jackson, brought a very funny but over-
written joke to class. It went like this:

| just went through a long and messy separation, which ended in a
divorce from my wife. So, after all that, | went on a vacation 1o
| Denmark because | was having a sex change. The sex change was
" from not very often to nothing at all.
" This central idea of this joke is good, but it includes a lot of information
about the 2nd story that the audience doesn’t need to know in order to get
ch. In fact, it bec fising when they have to sift through all
unnecessary details to identify which assumption is being shatrered.
~ Asa general rule, the audience should respond to your jokes, not think
n them. This doesn’t mean you shouldn't write intelligent jokes. It
 means that a joke, even if it's a novel idea, should be so understandable
 that the audience doesn't have to figure out what you're ralking about.
Comedy has its own conservation of energy law: Energy spent by the au-
ce thinking is energy taken away from laghing. That's why it's important
* to give them no more information to process than absolutely necessary.
Your setup should include just enough information to establish your
: assumption, and even that alwuldbens concise as possible.
li a punch ion that shatrers your
 target assumption. Nothing more is n:cd:d
Ipotnneda]lmuoutm‘l’cnynulndmedhmtnmudrjmmm
in his class workbook on ial. The following week, he
 brought back this version of his ml:e

Alter my divorce, | had a sex change—irom very seldom to not at all.

That's an excellently constructed joke. Neither more nor less is
needed. It gets a bigger laugh than the original version, yer requires a
smaller time investment for the payoff. The less time it takes to ger a
laugh, the more laughs per minute, LPMs, you get. Economy is an im-
portant technique for achieving high LPMs.

End the Punch with the Reveal

Within every punch there’s o pivotal wordl, | Jiewse, or action that pre-
sents the reinterpretation, which in i bt the tanget assump

51



Step by Step to Stand-Up Comedy

tion with the intent of making the audience laugh. From the audi-
ence’s perspective, this pivotal word, phrase, or action is hidden until
the punch exposes it, which is why I call this technique the reveal.

To effectively construct a joke, make sure your reveal appears at the
very end of the punch. A properly placed reveal is a very important
factor, because it determines when the audience laughs. If the reveal
is positioned too early in your punch, the audience will begin to laugh,
muiﬂ;omhmcmukamlthevudllsmphughingwhurwha:vou
have to say.

One night at the Comedy Store in Hollywood, 1 watched a comic
train an audi to stop laugh In the beginning the audience
laughed at his jokes, but since his reveals were too early in his punch
he would yell over the laughter to finish his joke. Of course the audi-
ence quickly leamned to be quiet. This is not whar you want to teach
your audience. Adter the tenth joke, the audience had stopped laugh-
ing, but were politely smiling and still enjoying his show. However,
since he wasn't getting laughs he became agitated and began blaming
them for being a bad audience. Now they stopped smiling. This was
partly the result of the comic not understanding the technique of plac-
ing his reveals at the end of his punch. There are two basic mistakes
comics tend to make in this area.

Unnecessary Words Are Said or Actions Are Done
After the Reveal
Talking past the reveal is one of the most common and irritating
errors. It usually occurs because the comic inserts mindless prattle
beyond the point where the joke gets a laugh. For example, take this
joke written by a gay student, Robert A Smith:

Do you know why gays are such good dressers? You try spending
twenty years in the closet and see what happens to you.

And see what happens 1o you has nothing o do with the joke and
should be eliminated, Here's how Robert correetly phrased the joke,
ending with the reveal:

Do you know why gays ane s b yood dresserst You try spending
twenty yeuns 0 the cliset

~ M

From Funmny to Funnier

Closet is the reveal, so anything beyond that would only defuse the
's power.

k The Reveal Gets Mixed Up

) with Other Important Information

t's imperative to identify the reveal; otherwise it may get mixed up
with less important information needed to make the joke work. Here's
example:

~ They have this new Fire and Theft Insurance. But only if your
house is rabbed while it's burning do they pay.

Canvwseehnwmmkzd\hjokebem!l:mdudlhdomm,
ich is an important phrase, but not as important as the reveal,
awhile it's buming. Here's a version with more effective wording:
They have this new Fire and Theft Insurance. But they only pay if

~ your house is robbed while it's burning.

-

. After comparing these two versions, you can se¢ that placing the
reveal at the end of the punch makes for a more potent joke. OFf
, you won't always be able to get the reveal intoa single word or
quick phrase at the very end of a joke, either because of the restraints
-d’unmmnmotbccammhammptmm information
out in a particular way. Do your best wgcntasmnr(od\eendo{rhe
punch as possible while still allowing for normal speech.

Now that you know about this technique, watch the stand-up com-
ey shows onTV and count how many times even professional comics
muck up their own jokes with an improperly placed reveal. Then revel
in the knowledge thar you know how to end your punches correctly.

Use Words or Phrases with Hard Consonants

The hard consonant sounds, especially K sounds, which include hard
©, Qu, and, to a lesser extent, T, P, hard G, D, and B, tend to make
words sound funnier. Using words with these hard consonants instead
of synonyms with softer sounds really helps improve a joke.

Mast comics who've been in the business long enough will tell you
that it happens to be e
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From Funny to Funnier

“Words with a K in them are funny."—Neil Simon
“An egy is funny, an orange is not."—Fred Allen

For instance, in this version of a joke by Margaret Smith, I've re-
placed a couple of hard-consonant words with softer ones:

| hate singles bars. Guys come up to me and say, ‘Hey, sweetie,
can | buy you a drink?’ | say, ‘No, but I'll take the three dollars.’

Now check out the original version with the hard consonant wards thar
Margaret chose. Read it out loud so you can really hear the difference.

| hate singles bars. Guys come up to me and say, ‘Hey, cupcake,
«can | buy you a drink?’ | say, ‘No, but I'll take the three bucks.'

This version of the joke sounds funnier. The words cupeake and
buacks just have more punch than sweetie and dollars.

Make it a habit to search for words with hard consonants and test
this out for yourself.

Use Rhythms of Three

This trick is passed around among comics as some mystical rule for
making things funny, but ask them why so many jokes include a series
of three and they can't tell you.

You, however, do know why. A pattem is a simple way to get peo-
ple to make an assumption because they assume the pattern will con-
tinue. And what is the smallest number of beats needed to set up a
pateern? You've got it—two. Two beats set up the pattern and the as-
sumption, and the third beat breaks the pattern, shattering the as-
sumption. Classic joke structure.

Always be on the lookout for a series of three, because it is a cue—
a perfect opportunity to stick in a joke. Here are a few examples:

They have these dresses in small, medium, and tent.

I'm very sensitive. When | see a beautiful woman, | want to ery . . .
write poetry . . . jump on her

The FDA sets allowable levels of rat feces in breakfast cereals.
Maybe they should change that ad e Soap, Crackle, and Poop,

Stick to Common Knowledge

they don't understand what you're talking about, they won't laugh.
Uhen a certain word or reference is crucial to the understanding of a
you must consider whether it's familiar to your audience. Some-
times you'll need 1o use a more familiar alternative.

"~ For example, take this joke in which Woody Allen ralks abour his

He opened a discotheque with his colleagues. Topless rabbis. No
skullcaps.

Woody Allen knows that the little round caps Jewish men wear are
sulled yarmulkes, bur since he is also aware that many people in his
audience won't know that word, he uses the term skullcap, which is

If-explanatory.

If there's a reference or information that's crucial to your joke that
not in the common realm of knowledge and has no convenient al-
ernative, explain the reference or state the information in the setup.
dly, once in a while you'll have to drop a joke altogether because
splaining the reference kills the comedy or gives away the punch. For
ple, when | was in college, this line was going around:

| took this great LSD, and | saw God,

At the time it was very hip to take a philosophy class, so it was com-
mon knowledge around campus that the philosopher Friedrich
Nietzsche was renowned for having said, "God is dead.” | used that in-
jormation to form this comeback line:

1 took some even better LSD, and | saw Nietzsche.

At parties around the school this joke got big laughs. But when 1
started performing and delivered this same joke at the Comedy Store
I Hollywood, not only did the audience not laugh, they stared at me
with the expression of the RCA Victor dog. And no matter how | tried
1o explain who Nietzsche was, the joke never worked.

If they don’t have the knowledge and explaining it doesn’t work,
they won't get the joke, and you'll find yoursell saying, “1 guess you
had 1o be there”

5



Quote Whenever Possible

In a sense, this falls under one of the
A primiury rales for all fictic
wp(ins—slw. don't tell. For our purposes, it means whm‘::tin;:::
a joke that involv&;_:‘ scene or a bit of dialogue, quote yourself as well
as any characters, This sets the stage for you to play If and be-
come the character in the scene. Lrn il

v Here's an example written by a student, Davy-O. He begins by
lighting a cigarette.

My girlfriend asked me, “How do you know when it's time to
smoket” | said, “Well, that would be whenever you start talking.”

Natice the attributions asked and said came before the

" ! uote. This

:hﬂ:f::: it should be done. Putting the attribution ufb?n d; min;‘

quote would interrupt the flow and confuse the audie

about who's speaking. 4 = -

A Quoting yourself and the characters in your jokes brings the scene

into r.'he. M.gnatly adds to the reality of the performance with
idh ies to find more jokes.

F pr PP

In General, Avoid Puns

Pll;lcns are an old, somewhat cutdated style of comedy. In vaudeville
they were an accepted form of humor. If you read the old :
you'll often find jokes like this one: i

| goosed a ghost and got a handiul of sheet.

Admirttedly, puns can be fun, especially really bad ones like this:

The boarding house blew up, and the roomers were flying.

But .while they might be useful for annoying your friends, puns in
professional comedy almost invariably produce groans. Thar's proba-
bly hecausc a good joke, like a good magic trick, is only effective if the
audl:_nu: doesn't see how it's done. No form of joke displays its inner
workings more overtly than a pun. To make matters worse, someone

doing a pun always seems to be saying, “!
! 5 1 ng, “Hey, look how clever 1
with words.” | don't know about \.\M‘h:tmmnlltmim‘rudrml::

56

e ——

s an immediate and passionate desire (o rin away from the

For all these reasons, puns generlly don't make very good jokes,
three occasional exceptions:

J The pun that's so g Iy clever it's i to hear. Like
this one, for instance: “Time flies like an arrow. Fruit flies like a
banana.” It means nothing, but it engages your brain anyway.
Sometimes that's enough.

The pun has two phrases related by something more meaningful
 than sound alone, <o that it makes some kind of comment. For
example: “I'm for term limits in politics. Some of our senators
have been in this town so long, they date all the way back to
Washington, B.C.” This pun underscores a point and is worth a
shot at least.

. You use a pun because you want to get a groan. Why! You have a
line ready as a comeback. For instance, in San Diego, | watched
a street juggler use a pun to intentionally provoke a groan just so
" he could respond with this put down:

~ Look, if you had any taste you wouldn’t be here in the first place.

' The laugh he got with the comeback made it worth going through
groan. But only use this technique once per show.
I've had students oppose my view of puns, saying, “Well, it's betrer
get a groan than no response at all.” Ie's up to you, of course, but be
clear about your goals. If you want to get groans, then by all means pun
up. If you're aiming for a five LPM average show, though, strive for
‘that goal until you achieve it. Don't cop out for a measly groan.

Make Your Characters Specific and Get Personal

Making the characters in your jokes real and specific greatly enhances
the jokes' effectiveness. Lines such as “These two guys went into a
bar . . . " have been out of style for years. The audience wants to know
wha those two guys are. Giving them that information creates what
fiction writers call verisimilinude, the quality of a story seeming more
lifelike and believable because of lirtle added details.
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Refer to the characters in your jokes as friends or relatives rather
than nebulous persons, or use actual public figures. Here's an example
of this concept in a joke from Mike Binder:

My parents sent my brother through law school. He graduated.
Now he’s suing them for wasting seven years of his life.

This joke could have been about “some ir ki
parents who sent their kid
through law school,” but Mike Binder made it about his parents and ﬁlls
brother. It doesn't matter if he has a brother or not because comics of-
unHmk: up fictional siblings and relatives ro personalize their jokes.
ere’s an example of improving a joke by using a real perso
audience knows something about. 2 prie
Cher has a tattoo of a butterfly on her breast. It's kinda
) 3 pretty now,
but when she’s eighty it's gonna look like a big ol bat.

This is actually an old joke that usually begins with, “I saw this
young woman . . . ." Telling it about Cher makes it seem much more
realistic and even a little less jokey.

Another way to personalize your marerial is to make the joke about
a particular member of your audience. For example, you could tell a
joke about some guy you know who wears powerful eyeglasses, but it's
a lot more fun to goof with someone in the crowd who's actually wear-
ing glasses:

(Take glasses off man in audience.) Oh my, you could use these to

burn ants, (Put them on yourself.) Wow, | can see the bones in my

hand. (To woman sitting nearby.) Nice slip, ma‘am. (Hand glasses
back.) Here are your glasses back, Mr. Hubble,

A routine like this engages the audience in what you'

you're doing a
Ih.omand percent more and usually comes off as improvisational, cre-
ating the illusion that you're even more brilliant than you really are.

Localize Your References

On a similar note, insert the names of local landmarks, neighboring cities

regional hotels, stores, and restantmnts ot your jokes. It isn't as difficult

as you might think, and i con eally e die ponse you'll receive
W

From Funny to Funnier

1f you have a joke that involves a restaurant, leam the name of a
local eatery. Then instead of saying, “I was at this restau-
the other day . . . ,” you can say, “] was just at Joe's Diner.” If
re in the South and have a joke about being in a supermarket, say,
was in the Piggly Wiggly,” not, “1 was at this market . ...”
Every town has an area or some nearby town that people look down
Find out what it is and refer to it. Make it the place that an unlik-
character in one of your jokes comes from. The audience will love
for ir.
erexnmpie.lii\':inLanlcs.andMltw:makeﬁmufBakcrs-
In Bakersfield, they make fun of . . . Bakersfield.
If you have a joke about a rough bar, ask around for the name of a
dive that fits the bill.

| walked into [insert name of tough local barl—they've got some
poor guy on the floor, and they're pounding the snot out of him. |
asked the bartender, “Why don't you call a copt” He says, “Are
you crazy? After the beating they just gave that one?”

Something magical happens when an audience sees their home

immortalized in your show. This technique works so well, in fact,
some comics actually pooh-pooh it for being too easy to pull off. 1
it's just doing your homework.

~ Adapt Your Jokes to Topical Evenss

There's an old joke about an American tourist in Paris who gets prop-
asitioned on the street by a prostitute while his wife is inside a shop.
The prostitute offers her services for a hundred francs, and the man
gets rid of her by saying he only has five francs on him. A little later
that evening, he comes around a comer with his wife and runs into the
same prostitute. She takes one glance at the wife and says, “There. See
whar you get for five francs!?”

It's a cute old joke that gets a nice laugh, bur this could get a much
better laugh by making it about Bill and Hillary Clinton on a diplo-
matic visit to Moscow. Suddenly, it's a topical joke with whole new
dimensions. Tying your old jokes in with current news stories helps

make your material sound fresh and up 1o i
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From Funny to Funnier

Here's a little tip: Have some jokes and routines handy for all of the
special calendar days, such as Christmas, Halloween, Secretary’s Day,
and so on. You can do these “topical” jokes year after year, and they'll
never get old.

Will Durst, who lives in the Bay Area, can always call on this joke:

In San Francisco, Halloween is redundant.

A Mexican-born student, Maria G. Martinez, studied with me for
several years. Every Christmas she'll pull out this ditey:

Here in America, you have so many Santa Claus. But in Mexico we
have no Santa Claus—they are all here looking for work.

Using Grammatically Incorrect Language Is Okay
People don't talk like they write, so you should write like they alk.
Proper grammar and syntax have nothing to do with making a joke
funny. In fact, stiffly worded jokes seldom flow as well as jokes written
with the flaws and rhythms of everyday speech.

Here's part of a routine on sponge fishermen by Tom McTigue:

Old guys sit around in the twilight of their lives swapping sponge
tales: “He was huge! Biggest sponge you ever seen! Son of a bitch
damn near absorbed me! Huge! Had Comet all over him!*

In these faulty, fractured, incomplete sentences, Tom has captured
the natural speech of an old unschooled fisherman. If the idiom of
your character includes terrible English, use it. Correcting the gram-
mar would only detract from the joke.

Feel Free to Make up Words

Comedic license permits comedians to muck around with language for
the purpose of making jokes. For instance, Robin Williams does this
take on divorce:

Divorce comes from the olil Latin wonl divorcenum, meaning
“having your genitals torn oot e vone walles

it

Of course, divorcerum is not really a Latin word, but it sounds funny
and fits the joke. In comedy, that's enough.
You should feel completely free to play around with language. Don't
about the rules you leamed in school. Language is your comedic
and twist it any way you think will shape your joke into
thing really funny.

Sometimes a Sight Gag Is Better

imes seeing a joke is funnier than hearing it. For example, a stu-
of mine, Alan Bockal, does this joke:

S0 look for me at your local freeway off-ramp. I'll be the one hold-
ing the sign that says: (He shows a cardboard sign that reads: MAR-
RIED A JEWISH GIRL—WILL WORK FOR SEX.)

Alan could have just said that joke, but it works much better when he
. there holding the sign like a jobless person on a freeway off-ramp.
Comedian and food fan Kevin James has an entire routine about
how tiny a Geo Metro feels when he sits in it. He could, of course, just
tell the audience that the car fits like a jacket, but instead he pretends
to be in the car, holding a steering wheel that appears to be the size of
# donut and hanging his elbows out of both windows. The sight of his
obvious discomfort is much funnier than any description could ever be.

Don't be afraid to try acting out scenes instead of talking about
them. Be careful about using props, though. Not because it's cheating
or hackish (as some comics mistakenly believe), but because, practi-
cally speaking, schlepping a lot of props from gig to gig can get tobe a
real drag. If the joke really needs it, and you don’t mind carrying it
around, there’s absalurely nothing wrong with using a prop.

Tag Your Jokes

Tagging a joke is a comic’s slang for adding another punch to a com-
pleted joke. Gerting two or more laughs from your initial setup in-
creases your overall LPMs,

Tags are the road to success. 10all you do s setup and punch, 95 to
O percent of you're stage Time boapent o thie setups. Thor means 95
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to 99 percent of your time is spent not being funny. But if you're tag-
ging all your setups with multiple punches, you increase your LPMs,
hence the percentage of time you spend being funny. If you think of a
sctup as an investment of time with the laugh as your payoff, then tag-
ging a joke is like getting paid again and again for the same invest-
ment. Following are the three techniques for tagging a joke.

1. Use THE OriGINAL TARGET ASSUMPTION
Here's a joke by my good friend Allan Murray with two tags built on
the same target assumption as the original punch:

| was into Buddhism for a while, until | saw a statue of Buddha. It's
hard to get behind a god who looks like Curly from the Three
Stooges. lend of punch] (Speaking as Buddha, patting his big fat
belly) “Hey, I'm starving. Where's that buffet?” [first tag] (Belches,
as Buddha) “Brrrrp, excuse me.” [second tag]

The original punch and both tags are based on the target assump-
tion that a god must be perfect. That assumprion is shatrered by the
original punch, which portrays the Buddha as “looking like Curly from
the Three Stooges.” Then the first tag shatters that same assumption
by implying that he's a glutton, and the second tag by demonstrating
that he's crude.

2. Base THE TAG ON A DIFFERENT 15T STORY ASSUMPTION

Remember the exercise in the Joke Mine where you wrote a punch for
the setup, “For Father's Day, | took my father out—"7 Here's an exam-
ple of a punch with a tag that shatters a different 1st story assumption.

For Father's day | took my father out—permanently. [punch] |
couldn’t stand the way he said Mass. [tag]

The initial punch shatrers the assumption that took oue means tak-
ing his father to some sort of celebration dinner, with the reinterpretation
that took out means killed his father. Then notice how the tag shatters
another 1st story assumption, that father means biological father with
the reinterpretation that father means priest. A punch and a tag shar-
tering two different assumptions from the same 1t story.

You can also use the Joke Mine 1o write vags for your punches. Af-

From Funny to Funnier

ter you've written a punch, simply go back and look at your original
ist of assumptions. If you find another one you can shatter without
conflicting with the original joke, you've got yourself a tag.

'3, A New Assumprion CREATED BY THE 2ND STORY

‘With every new punch comes a Ind story filled with numerous as-
jons. Using the same setup, here’s another punch, but this time

‘with a tag that shatters an assumption from the 2nd story:

~ For Father's Day, | took my father out—it only took seven shots.
[punch] | could always drink him under the table. [tag]

~ Again, recognize how the initial punch shatters the rarget assump-
tion, that took out means celebration dinner, with the reinterpretation
that ok out means he killed his father. Then notice how the punch, “it
ly took seven shots,” creates a Ind story with a new target assump-
, that shots means gun shots, which is shattered by the tag's reinter-
jon that shots means shots of liquor. Remember, every punch or tag
with it a 2nd story filled with new assumptions ripe for a tag.

" The Joke Mine can also be helpful for writing tags by treating every
or tag as a new setup. Ask yourself what new assumptions you're
making about the punch or tag, and go down the list of questions in
the Joke Mine until you dig up with another punch.

Improving your material may seem like a lot of work at first, but once
you get into it you'll realize it's just as creative a process as writing a
first draft. Fine-tuning your jokes can make the difference between
getting a chuckle or a really big laugh. Srick with it, and you'll find the
Increased number and volume of laughs well worth the effort.



Assembling a Routine

Mow that you understand how to use the Joke Prospector to write
enough jokes for an entire routine, what do you do with jokes thar
come from different premises, are in random order, or are disconnected
thoughts? This chapter will teach you how to string your jokes togeth-
er to build a coherent routine.

Secrer #7:
MAINTAIN A JOKE AND ROUTINE FILE.

A joke file is a means of organizing and recording your material. It usually
consists of cards stored in an index box or a comparable computer pro-
gram. When you write a joke you consider a keeper, file it two or three
times based on the subjects it addresses. Take this joke:

All my friends say 'm parancid. Well, | didn’t actually hear them say it.

1'd file this under: paranoia, psychology, and friends. This way, you'll be
able to find it if you're working on a bit involving any of these related top-
ics. Also, as you assemble more routines, you can use this same filing sys-
tem for keeping them organized as well.

When | began writing jokes | would write ten jokes a day for four days,
then on the fifth day, clean up the best ones and file them. 1 suggest you
do this same practice because it will give you a daily goal to reach. If you
are able to write one hysterical joke a week, at the end of a year you will
have 52 hilarious jokes.

My close friend Tim Simpson has been maintaining a joke file in his
computer for nearly ten years. He recently reported 1o me that he has ac-

cumulated more than 15,000 original jokes and funny concepts. When
ever anyone asks him to write on a particular subject, he simply searches
his database, retrieves a multnude of jokes, and beging working on a job

that's already half finished

(1]

Assembling a Rowtine

" The Routine Builder is a procedure 1o help you MHE your jokes
a routine. Different people can take the sam® lﬂlﬂ_ﬁ 8N‘-|_ end up
ing very different routines, so the Routine By ilder is designed to
[ for personal preferences. Always feel free rocustomize the Réu‘
tine Builder and experiment until you find your o™ style of arranging
1§ anty of these steps seem out of order or uselss 10 you, FEATTANGE
skip them. Here we go:

~ Routine Builder

1. Put each joke on a separate index card

Organize the jokes into categories

Arrange jokes so one thought leads to the nex:

4. Rewrite, rewrite, rewrite

We'll go though the steps, one by one, to demonstrate how this
pethod takes you from a disorganized group of jokes to a coherent

sutine. Lec’s begin with the jokes below | wrore sbout the post office.
| want you to take special notice of the fact thaf not all the jokes |
come up with are produced by going through all of the steps of the
oke Prospector. Some of them are ideas that jus come to me, others
¢ switches of old jokes, still others began as mndo.m setups that
lidn't come from a setup—premise, and so on, SOMetimes setups or
fokes occur to me while I'm doing one of the steos, or I'l go through
the steps and won't come up with anything at alll only to wnl:_e up the
next morning with jokes coming to mind fascer than lcan write them
down. Some jokes even come from other peop©- It doesn’t matter
how it happens. As long as the eventual outcone is the same—good
Jokes. Here they are:

I. The post office has a logo of an eagle streaking through the
sky. Yeah, right. It should be a slug taking a nap.

2 d‘:an’l mindglons lines if at the end | get e ride the Mm!n.

3. When the line got really long, | yelled, “The line is Igettmg
long. Can you close one of the windows ~ And tl'!ev did.

4. The postal workers are actually very 1-f[iciEnr-Wflh Buns.
Tag: Adter all, their motto is “Neither snow!, nor fain, etc. shall
keep them from their rouneds”

| don’t understand why so many postal workers get killed by

-

[
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other postal workers. You'd think they'd be killed by dis-

gruntled customers.

If the post office had to operate like a real business, it'd be

about as successful as a steak house in India,

The post office has stamps of famous people like Marilyn

Monroe, Martin Luther King—where's the ¢

series celebrating Charles Manson?

Stamps only depict old-fashioned inventions like the cotton

gin or the steam engine. What about the important modern

i ions like breast impl,

Tag 1: Hey, I'd become a collector.

Tag 2: They could release them in pairs.

Tag 3: Of course, guys would lick them on bath sides.

9. Postal service is an oxymoron.

10. | was checking out one of those mug shots of this particularly
tough, nasty looking, lowlife—it was the employee of the month.

11. After hearing my opinions, a postal worker said to me, *You
shouldn’t insult postal workers.” | said, “Why nott” And he
said, “Because we know where you live.” Then | shot back,
“Even if you did come after me, you'd just show up at the
wrong house,”

12. The people who design the stamps have never done one hon-
oring the post office. Are they afraid people will spit on the
wrong side{

o

fod

L

These jokes are the starting point. You may like some of them and
dislike others, but remember, they're meant to be said, not read. Be-
sides, we still have a long way 1o go before these jokes are ready to be
performed. The challenge is to arrange them into a coherent rourine
using the four steps.

1. Put Each Joke on a Separate Index Card

Put each joke on a separate three-by-five- or four-by-six-inch index
card or separate line on your computer screen. If the joke has an indel-
ibly linked tag or tags, you can place them all on the same card or next
line on the screen becanse their order is alremly set, If you've been

Assembling a Routine

keeping a joke file, your jokes should already be on index cania or in

sort of filing system on your computer. If you're going to do
stand-up comedy for a living, you'll constantly be coming up with
\ddeas and writing jokes, so you might as well develop the habit of keep-
Ing your jokes organized.

2. Organize the Jokes into Categories

ize your jokes into categories by placing the cards into like group-
Ings. If you've written your jokes using the Joke Prospector, they will
‘ ize themselves into categories based the subject of your pre-
I.W—TJ—!K not necessarily. Sometimes a joke from one premise will fir
‘better with jokes from another category. Joke writing isn't a linear sci-
. iit's erratic and unpredictable. So this step requires that you take
the time to evaluate your jokes and cluster them in related categories.
Below are my post office jokes separated into categories and accom-
panied by a lirdle explanation. There are no rules about how they
should be organized, so don't try to do it perfectly. You can always
change the order around later.
You may disagree with how I've categorized these jokes. That’s a
jwod sign. If you have an opinion about how this should by done, then
're getting the hang of it.
II'ml.'m :Ieat;ingjukcs 1, 6, and 9 together in the service category because
they all reflect, in one form or another, the post office’s poor record for
service.
Service
1. The post office has a logo of an eagle streaking through the sky.
Yeah, right. It should be a slug taking a nap.
. If the post office had to operate like a real business, it'd be about
as successiul as a steak house in India.
9. Postal service is an oxymoron.

Jukes 2 and 3 are both about post office lines.

Lines

2.1 don't mind long lines I at the end et 1o ride the Matterhorn.

ol
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3. When the line got really long, | yelled, “The line is getting long.
, ng s
Can you close one of the windows?” And they did.

Jokes 4, 5,10, and 11 all have the theme of postal workers.
Postal Workers

4. The postal workers are actually very efficient—with guns.

Tag: After all, their motto is “Neither snow, nor rain, etc. shall keep
them from their rounds.”

5. 1 don't understand why so many postal workers get killed by other
postal workers. You'd think they'd be killed by disgruntled customers.
10. 1 was checking out one of those mug shots of this particularly
tough, nasty looking, lowlife—it was the employee of the month.
11. After hearing my opinions, a postal worker said to me, “You
shouldn't insult postal workers.” | said, “Why nat?* And he said,
“Because we know where you live.” Then | shot back, “Even if you
did come after me, you'd just show up at the wrong house,”

And jokes 7, 8, and 12 are all about stamps.

Stamps

7. The post office has stamps of famous people like Marilyn Mon-
roe, Martin Luther King—where's the commemorative series cele-
brating Charles Manson?
8. Stamps only depict old-fashioned inventions, like the cotton gin
or the steam engine. What about the important modern inventions,
like breast implants?

Tag 1: Hey, I'd become a collector.

Tag 2: They could release them in pairs.

Tag 3: Of course, guys would lick them on both sides.
!2, The people who design the stamps have never done one honor-
ing the post office. Are they afraid people will spit on the wrong side?

Getting the hang of it? It's really simple. If the jokes seem to fit to-
gether, put them in the same category, In this case we didn't run into
any conflict, but sometimes you'll have a joke that fits into several cat-
egories. When that occurs, put it in the group you think it fits best
Your can always rearrange it Later

Assembling a Rowtine

3. Armange Jokes So One Thought
Leads to the Next

When you have all your jokes on cards and they're sorted into catego-
s, it’s time to arrange the pieces of this puzzle into a connected se-
es of thoughts. Again, there’s no right way to do this. If you're the
kind of person who jumps from one thought to the next, then order
he jokes to fit that flighty line of thought. If your thoughts follow a
ical path, then connect the jokes so it seems as if the idea of one
makes you think of the subject of the next. Remember, this is per-
What you're trying to do is to arrange the jokes to express your
funny thoughts about the topic.
" To begin the routine, it seems logical to me to start by complaining
the service, so Ill put the service group first, consisting of jokes

The post office has a logo of an eagle streaking through the sky.
Yeah, right. It should be a slug taking a nap. If the post office had
. Wooperate like a real business, it'd be about as successful as a steak
 house in India. Postal service is an oxymoron,

Next, I'll put in the category about lines. Since it's a form of com-
plaining about the service, it would logically follow. Now we've added
Jokes 2 and 3 to the routine.

Lines

1 don’t mind lang lines if at the end | get to ride the Matterhorn.
When the line got really long, | yelled, “The line is getting long.
Can you close one of the windows?” And they did.

These two jokes seem to work okay together, though I'm still not
erazy about the Marterhorn joke. But Il fix it later.

I predicted that I'm going to end this routine with the stamp jokes,
s there's only the postal workers jokes 4, 5, 10, and 11 to add as the
next part of this routine. Besides, the second joke in the lines category
I about a postal worker closing a window, which naturally brings up
the subject of postal workers.,

[
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Postal Workers

The postal workers are actually very efficient—with guns. After all,
their motto is “Neither snow, nor rain, etc. shall keep them from
their rounds.” | don't understand why so many postal workers get
killed by other postal workers. You'd think they'd be killed by dis-
gruntled customers. | was checking out one of those mug shots of
this particularly tough, nasty looking, lowlife—it was the employee
of the month. After hearing my opinions, a postal worker said to me,
“You shouldn't insult pestal workers.” | said, “Why not?” And he
said, “Because we know where you live.” Then | shot back, *Even if
you did come after me, you'd just show up at the wrong house.,”

The final category, stamps, consists of jokes 7, 8, and 12. I think the
breast implant joke and its tags are the funniest, so I'll go ahead and
put them last. Also, the Charles Manson joke doesn’t bring up the sub-
ject of stamps very well, so I'm going to start this series of jokes with
the “tribute to the post office.” Here's my shot at it.

Stamps

The people who design the stamps have never done one honoring
the post office. Are they airaid people will spit on the wrong side?
The post office has stamps of famous people like Marilyn Monroe,
Martin Luther King—where's the ¢ series celebrat-
ing Charles Manson? Stamps only depict old-fashioned inventions
like the cotton gin or the steam engine. What about the important
modern inventions, like breast implants? Hey, I'd become a collec-
tor. They could release them in pairs. Of course, guys would lick
them on bath sides.

Actually, this routine seems to flow rather nicely. Many routines
I've put together in the past had a number of jokes in a category | call
miscellaneous, which includes all the jokes I don't know where to place.
This particular routine was written primarily from the Joke Prospector,
s it tends to be more systematic because of the logical progression laid
out by that method. But what if you've been collecting jokes on the
same subject for a year! When you atrempt to organize them into a
routine, they won't all fit into a nicely ordered series of thoughts.

70
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4. Rewrite, Rewnite, Rewrite

This final step is much more complex than the previous three steps put
sgether. You'll need to experiment with wording, editing, and reor-
ing to make the jokes flow as an entire routine. When you're re-
., ead the jokes out lowd. You'll quickly discover if it's awkward to
g up your topic, how clunky it is 1o go from category to category,
‘where you've overwritten, and when it sounds artificial. Words may
great on paper of a computer screen, but as soon as you say them,
flaws become apparent.
* Here are four guidelines to assist you in rewriting your routine.

Introduce the Routine
5o unnatural to just come on stage and start saying your first joke.
ou'll want to bring up the subject matter of your routine in the same
wary that you'd bring it up in normal conversation. You can do this in
one of three ways.

 Sare THE Toric
The purpose is to I:rmzup your subject matter in a conversational man-
' per, so when | say “stare,” I don’t mean you should simply say, “I'd like
1o talk about the post office.” Actually, that's not a bad approach, bur if
you have a show with several routines it’ll soon become repetirive.
There are as many ways of bringing up your topic as there are topics, but
please don't ask the cliché question, “How many people here ... I" Be
Procram THE Punci-Premise
' Bometimes stating the topic isn't enough because the routine requires
more information for it to make sense. When this is the case, pro-
elaiming your punch-premise, including its negative opinion, will add
the needed information to frame the routine. Just copying the punch—
premise from the Joke Map probably won't suffice; you'll have ro wrire
it as a regular thought. The rules for creating a punch—premise in the
Joke Map are for the purpose of writing jokes, not performing them.
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PRESENT THE SETUP-PREMISE

Some routines will have more of an impact by presenting the setup-
premise’s positive opinion, which will often be performed as sarcasm
In such instances, word your setup-premise conversationally, rather
than transcribing it directly from the Joke Map.

Deciding whether you introduce your routine with the topic, the
punch-premise, or the setup—premise is best settled by trying them all
It'll often be a matter of which one lends itself to the best misdirection
or which one doesn’t give away the joke. Figuring this out will become
easier with experience.

Add Segues

Segues are transitions between categories. (They're also used between
routines or jokes, but not here.) Personally, | find most segues to be a
waste of time. They're old-fashioned and harbor many of the comics'
clichés I loathe so much. | believe the best segue is when the comedi-
an |wzt ltl)pl to thmk the audience will know that a new topic,
p ise, or is about to follow. When a
wutlne is just too t.lnnuy without a few segues, by all means write
them in, but do so sparingly.

Reword It Conversationally
This is where saying your jokes out loud is especially important. The
idea is to phrase a joke just as you would say it in a social situation. |
have my students improvise a bit before they get into their show. Then,
if their behavior or language parterns change, everyone in the class can
observe it. Basically, you're going to have to model what you do natu-
rally so you can repeat it just as naturally in unnatural circumstances.

Search for a Story Line

A this poin, what you have are clusters of jokes in categories. As you
read the jokes out loud and play with the order, notice if there's a pat-
tem within all this material to support a small story line. When 1 say
story line, [ don't mean a plot for a play or a movie, but rather a mini-
story that will help you move logically though your categories. It can
be as simple as going somewhere or doing something.

For instance, as | read the post office jokes out loud, | noticed a story
about me going to the post office, waiting in line, trashing the post of-

7
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, verbal bantering with a postal worker, then asking him questions
stamps. No Academy Award-winning plot, but it does show a pro-

jon of actions and motivations linking my jokes together into a co-
mn( routine

Phased on all this advice, I'm going to rewrite the routine and explain
some of the changes I've made. The additions and changes are under-
e, but you'll have to figure out for yourself what's been edited out.
To start, | need to introduce the service jokes. Since | don't think the
h-premise or the setup—premise are necessary for the routine to
sense, I'm simply going to state the topic. To do this effectively |
1o find the phrasing which expresses my feeling about the post
. How about this:

B Ul £ SUDEC ne
’ II mepnsldﬁcehasilnsn
~ of an eagle streaking through the sky. Yeah, right. It should be
gomething more like a slug taking a nap. It frustrates me because
the post office is a monopoly. i it had to operate like a real busi-
ness, it'd be about as successful as a steak house in India. Just the
erm postal service is an oxymoron.

~ Notice that | introduced the topic by being too angry to try to be
elever—which | think was rather clever—and | added some words that
make the sentences flow when they're spoken aloud.

Now, | have to add the lines jokes to the service jokes. However, the
last service joke about oxymoron doesn't really fit with the first joke in
the lines category about the Matterhom. So, I'm editing the Matter-
horn joke out. That doesn’t mean I'm throwing it away; Ull put it into
the miscellaneous category in case | find a place for it later. All | have
left is the joke about closing the window, but it needs a little buffer at

asa i to the next

1 wi i I liny

5 i i ger, 5o | yelled, “The line
Bsemnslunser Canyuu mdosemedlhemndowsr'Tm
did.

I'm not very happy with this because it makes a long joke even
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longer, but | think the joke is funny so I'll put up with it for now. | also
added the word, please because | thoughr it helped to establish the tar-
get assumption, “open another window.”

Next Ill splice the postal workers category onto the end of the lines
joke. As I've mentioned before, the first joke about guns is phrased too
much like a joke, so I'll attempt to word it more conversationally.

Maybe I'm being too tough on postal workers, Alter all, they are
actually very efficient—with guns. Hey, their motto is “Neither
snow, nor rain, nor gloom of night shall keep them from their
rounds.” And the thing that gets me, | don’t understand why so
many postal workers get killed by other postal workers, You'd think
they'd be killed by disgruntled customers,

As | evaluate the rest of this category, | find that the joke about the
mug shot just doesn't fit. So I'll edit it out and put it in the miscella-
neous category. The inder of the category will go like this:

After hearing me trash the post office, a postal worker said to me,
“You shouldnt insult postal workers.” | said, “Why not?” He said,
“Because we know where you live.” | said, “Even if you did come
after me, you'd just show up at the wrong house.”

That's better. This category works more effectively as a whole with-
out the employee of the month joke. | really like thar joke, though, so
I'm sure I'll be able to squeeze it in later.

Finally, there's a bit of a jump from the postal warkers category to the
stamps caregory. This is one of those instances where a segue is appro-
priate. But, I'm still going to make it logical, short, and devoid of all
comics' clichés. Sometimes, stating a version of the punch-premise or
setup—premise will suffice as the segue, but here I've provided a link by
continuing to converse with the postal worker.

ple who design stamps have never done one honoring the post office?”

He said, “I think they’re afraid people will spit on the wrong side.”

These next few jokes don't stand on their own, so Il have o state
a conversational version of my punch - premise

Asgembling a Routme

i why is i the post office has
stamps of famous people like Marilyn Monroe, Martin Luther
Ki ki is where's the commemorative series
celebrating Charles Manson? And another thing, stamps only de-
pict old-fashioned inventions, like the steam engine or the cotton
gin. What about the important modern inventions, like the breast
implant? Hey, I'd become a collector. They could release them in
pairs. Of course, guys would lick them on both sides,

The leftovers are in the miscellaneous category:
1 don't mind long lines if at the end | get to ride the Matterhorn.

| was checking out ene of those mug shots of this particularly
tough, nasty looking, lowlife—it was the employee of the month.

Many of the introductions, segues, and little conversational snippets
were rewritten several times before | found a version 1 liked. They say
Simon rewrites his plays somewhere between twenty and thirty

Assembling a routine may require hours of going over and over
same marerial until it feels right to you.

I'm not finished rewriting vet. First, | want to string my gems all to-
er to see if | have a routine with a intelligible story line. Doing
is, I'll read the routine out loud again and see if anything needs re-

ardering, editing, tagging, or if | can find a place for the miscellaneous

. Any changes I'll mark with a double underline.

mmmmmmmm
angry. | can’t, 50, here we go, First of all, the post office has the
f aum_w_ha_ ve the logo of an eagle streal:mg lhmugh the sky

ice i Iy. If it had to
operate like a real business, it'd be about as successful as a steak
house in India. |ust |he term posraf service is an wymmn The
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ally very efﬁcnem—wllh nuﬂs tgy, d'neur maotto is: 'Nellher now,
nor rain, nor_gloom of night shall keep them from their rounds.”
And the thing that gets me, | don’t understand why so many postal
workers kill other postal workers. You'd think they'd be killed by
disgruntled customers. After hearing me teash the post office, a
postal worker said to me, “You shouldn’t insult postal workers.” |
said, “Why not?* He said, “Because we know where you live.” |
gj_d, “Even if you did come after me, you'd show up at the wrong
" To change the subject a little bit, | asked him, “Why is it
;}_ua_llheamsuwhodﬁlsn stamps have never done one honoring
the post office?” He said, “I think they're afraid people will spit on
the wrong side.” Here's something else that bothers me, why is it
that the post office has stamps of famous people like Marilyn Mon-
roe, Martin Luther King—what | want to know is where's the com-
memorative series celebrating Charles Manson? And another thing,
stamps only depict old-fashioned inventions, like the cotton gin or
the steam engine. What about the important modern inventions,
like the breast implant? They could release them in pairs. Hey, I'd
be a collector, Of course, guys would lick them on both sides. =

Miscellaneous
| don’t mind long lines if at the end 1 get to ride the Matterhorn.

There it is—the best | can do on paper or computer screen. Notice
that [ got the “employee of the month” joke in as well as a segue which
placed me in the post office line. That made the reference to standing
in line in the “close the window” joke redundant, so 1 ook it out. |
also left out the Martterhorn joke, which | never really liked anyway.
And | switched the order of the invention joke tags 1 and 2 because it
just felt better when 1 said it out loud.

There's still one more problem: It bothers me that the routine has
two jokes about saliva—the “tribute to the post office” joke, which has
the phrase “spit on the wrong side,” and the breast implant joke that
says, “lick both sides.” | like them both, so Ul perform them first to see
which is the stronger before making o decision about which one to keep.

Assembling a Routine

Of course, this is just a first draft. It isn't finished now, and never

ill be. It will change as | rehearse it, perform it, then rewrite it again,

again, and again. Assembling a routine isn’t a destination, it's a
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Points of View
Narrator, Self, Character

Watching a comic shift from one point of view (POV) to another
within a story or by acting them out has always been an integral aspect
of stand-up comedy. Yet, this fundamental technique has never been
formally analyzed and discussed to clearly lay out its vast array of ap-
plications. As you begin to understand the uses of POVs, you'll discov-
er how important a tool they are for putting together a show and
making people laugh.

This chapter begins by defining the three basic POVs. It ends with
an exercise designed to teach you how to stage shifting POVs for
stand-up comedy.

Narraror POV: how you perceive things as a nonparticipant or observer

Self POV: how you perceive things as a participant

Character POV: how you perceive things as someone or something else

Let’s take these one at a time and look at an example of each.

Narrator POV: How You Perceive Things as a
Nonparticipant or Observer

In Narrator POV, the comedian is never directly involved in the expe-
rience the joke is about, but observes, reports, talks about, or . . . nar
rates it. This is a very common approach in the joke-telling style of
stand-up. For instance, the following joke is stated entirely from Nar-
rator POV:

Last night, | was talking to my friend Bob when | mentioned that | was
recently sitting at a stop sign and this car rearended me, He asked if
Fwas hurt, 1 told him that Eoonbdan's il ot | alked to my lawyer

n

Points of View

As long as the comedian relates to the experience within the joke
g something being talked about rather than something being reenact-
g, it’s from a Narrator POV,

POV: How You Perceive Things as a Participant

en doing Self POV, the comedian is involved in the experience,
| is acted out as if it’s happening in the present. Since audiences
want to hang out with the comedian, it’s much more fun being in-
ed in the scenario that is happening rather than one just being
bed. Here's the same joke with both Narrator and Self POVs.

tor: Last night, | was talking to my friend Bob when | mentioned,
f1 “1 was sitting at a stop sign and this guy rear-ended me.”

tor: Bob asked if | was hurt. | told him,

f: “I can't rell until I talk to my lawyer.”

* The difference between Narrator POV and Self POV can be confus-
g because they are both you. But remember, when you're in Narra-
or POV you're explaining, setting up, making an observation, or
ilking about something you're not currently participating in; when

're in Self POV you're participating or leenmm,g an experience as
happening.

" Character POV: How You Perceive Things as
Someone or Something Else

acter POV is anyone or anything the comedian can act out as a

tharacter. This includes people, impersonations, animals, objects, and

pncepts such as emotions. Here's a variation of same joke including

Character POV:

tor: Last night, | was talking to my friend Bob when | mentioned,
" If: 1 was sitting at a stop sign and this guy rear-ended me.”
Uharacter: “Were you hurt™

Belf: “1 can't rell until 1 ralk o my lawyer.”

For my taste, this is a much more interesting joke to perform be-
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cause there's a conversation happening that the audience becomes in-
volved in.

In my classes, I've had students populate the stage with a whole slew
of Character POVs by recreating family reunions, business meetings,
parties—one student actually did the different personalities in his
head. It takes a bit of acting ability and know-how to keep the differ-
ent characters clear and distinct so the audience can follow such a
complex scene. But it's worth it because it makes for such interesting
stand-up comedy.

POV Exercise

How a comedian uses POVs is a matter of style. Everyone uses them

whcth:r they're aware of it or not. Obsmatlonmmdmopetue ex-
ively from N POV; ch

dxcmulvu in a vast array of Character POV, Most comics employ

some form of all three of the basic POVs. How you incorporate them

is up o you.

To help you leamn how the three basic POV apply to stand-up com-
edy, I've devised an exercise that uses an argument and is done in four
rounds. As you go through this exercise, it will be helpful to take
notes. Use a separate piece of paper along with the POV Exercise Form
(page 87). In Round 1 you explore the argument from the Self POV
only. In Round 2 you take on the other side of the argument, doing
only the Character POV, In Round 3 you shift back and forth between
Self POV and Character FOV. In Round 4 you employ all three POV,
starting with the Narrator POV to set the scene, then portraying the

by shifting b Self POV and Ct POV, and oc-
casionally popping back to Narrator POV to make some intermitremnt
remarks.

Here are some guidelines for the type of argument that is effective
for this exercise. (Note that these rather restrictive guidelines apply 1o
this exercise only.)

* v must be an argument between you, Self POV, and some other
adult human Character POV, (Mo animals, children, cartoons, etc.)
* The other adult (Character POV st be i person you can por.

LI

Paints of View

' tray. Since in Round 2 you'll only be enacting Characrer POV, you
must be able to become that person and act out his or her side of
~ the argument.

' The argument must be done standing up and face to face (no
phone).
® The argument must have multiple issues so it will sustain itself for
- three or four minutes.

“This exercise works much better if it’s based on a real argument, al-
« it doesn't have to be one you've actually been involved in.
't try to recreate the argument exactly—just use it as a starting
oint 5o you can have fun and let it become whatever you want. This
an opportunity to say all of those things you probably didn't say in
he original argument.
Awvoid choosing an argument that's so fresh or heart-wrenching it'll
jut you through changes. This is an exercise to help you leam a stand-
technique, not psychocomedy.
' Following the guidelines above, select an argument. If you don't
aderstand the roles of Narrator POV, Self POV, and Character POV,
s back over the preceding section until you do. Assuming that you do
derstand and that you've chosen an argument, you're ready to do
exercise.

Round 1: Self POV Only
Round 1 you become Self POV only to carry on the argument
‘ve chosen with an imagined Character POV, Here is how it's
[ , Self POV stands facing the imagined Character POV as in any
onversation. [t's also imperative that you identify where your audi-
ce is located because ultimately you'll be performing POV for them
which will effect your staging.

To help establish some basic inf
unswer the following questions:
Where is the Character POV standing?
Who are you arguing with?
What is the Character POV wearing!

Where does this angument take place!

about the scene, ask and

Wit are you argaing about !

L1}
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One more thing: Remember to listen to what the imaginary Charac
ter POV has to say. Whenever you make some point, stop talking s
the Character POV has time to make a rebuttal. 1t'll amaze you how
this will change the direction of the argument.

Onee you've answered these questions and you're ready to assume
Self POV while imagining the Character POV, begin Round 1. If after
about three or four minutes the argument comes to a natural climax,
end it. If the argument ends after a minute or less, you'll need 1o
choose an argument with more issues so it can go on for several min-
utes and begin again.

When finished, think about what you've learned and write down
any imp lations, then inue on to Round 2.

Round 2: Character POV Only
In Round 2 you'll be portraying the Character POV only. This means you
become the person who is your Character POV and take on his or her side
of the agument. To do this, you must physically change sides by stepping
into the spot where the Character POV was previously visualized standing

Here is the challenge for Round 2: You must totally give up the po-
sition you expressed as Self POV and take on the other side of the ar-
gument. To do this effectively, you must understand how the
Character POV is right from his or her perspective.

Before beginning Round 2, it's helpful if you establish the personal-
ity of the Character POV. Once you have a handle on how to act like
this person, you'll find it easier to get into the argument, Following are
wo acting tips.

Croose A Voice Dirrerent FROM Your Own THAT'S RIGHT Fon
THE CHARACTER

Having a particular voice you can focus on helps settle you into a char-
acter. If you're a guy and your Character POV is a woman you miglt
raise your voice to falsetto range. Conversely, if you're a woman por

traying a man, lower your voice a tad. Also, if the character has a par

ticular vocal idiosynerasy, do your best to mimic it; it doesn't have 1
be exact. This exercise isn't about doing an impersonation of the per

s0n you're portraying. You're only changing your voice to get the gist
of the person. And make sure to choose i volce you can sustain for o

several-minute anguument

"

Points of View

"AKE ON A POSTURE DIFFERENT FROM YOUR Own THAT'S RIoHT FOR
(HE CHARACTER

A distinct posture, mannerism, of physical idiosyncracy really helps
vou find a character quickly. If a man is portraying a woman he might
dopt effeminate body language; and if a woman is acting as if sheisa
i maintain a masculine posture.

' Play with the voice and posture of the Character POV until you feel
elatively comfortable with ic. If you can't seem to get into it, then
another argument with a Character POV you feel you can portray
d start all over again. Just as with Round 1, you must listen to the
pther side of the argument, which is in this case—your own. Again,
Il fuel che conflice.

Once all of this is established, begin Round 2, acting out the Char-
POV side of the argument. The argument should last three or
minutes, the same as in Round 1. Again, if it lasts less than a
re, go back to Round 1 and start over.

' When you're finished, write down anything you want to remember,
nd continue on to Round 3.

; Round 3: Self POV and Character POV
n Round 3 you play both Self POV and Character POV, shifting back
ind forth between the two sides. You'll want to practice shifting a few
before getting into the argument. One of the mast common mis-
beginning students make is mixing up the sides the POVs are on.
s confusing when the audience accepts a Self POV on the left side
a Character POV on the right side, and then switch sides for no

nt reason, or, even worse, both stand on the same side facing
same direction. If you're uncertain which side each POV is on, the
sion will be reflected in your performance. It’s so important to
gonsistently establish the Self POV on one side and the Character
POV on the other. If you're clear in your et | where
L POV is, then your performance will be easy to follow.

" When you decide ro shift from Self POV to Character POV, take
step to the other side and find the Character POVs voice and pos-
fire. There is one main rule for shifting between Self POV and Char-
peter POV: The Performer must remain facing the audience. Not
purning your back to the audience s mater of g widl staging. Try shift-
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ing back and forth several times until it's effortless to go from Seli
POV to the new voice and posture of Character POV and back again
As you get better at this, you'll only need to pivot your weight from
ane heel to the other to face the opposite direction. A more advanced
technique is just turning your face back and forth.

This is usually where the humor really starts coming into the scenc
The two POVs may start saying nasty, sarcastic, mean, insulting, ar|
other fun things to each other. If the argument takes on a life of it~
own, let it. But ber, this isn't psychod it's an exercise in
comedy technique. Allow the jokes to flow.

Once you're comfortable shifting from Self POV to Character POV,
start Round 3.

If the argument has a natural climax and ending, then let it run i«
course. If not, end it at the height of the argument; about four or five
minutes should be enough.

When finished, sit down and think about what you've learned from
doing the exercise. Focus on whether or not you shifted easily into the
Character POV and if you remajned facing the audience when shift
ing. If you discovered any good jokes or bits write them down. When
you're finished, do Round 4.

Round 4: Self POV, Character POV, and Narrator POV
In Round 4, you're doing all three POVs. You've already rehearsed Self
POV and Character POV; now it’s time to add Narrator POV which
mheonlypmnm Mﬂsdﬂeﬂfytolﬁem This serves two very
ions. First, N POV sets up the scene by explain
lngtn\n Character POV is, what the argument is about, and where this
takes place. Second, he occasionally reappears 1o move the scenc
along andfor to make smart-aleck chides about whar's happening in
the scene. Please, avoid using Narraror POV as a Freudian analysis of
the scene—this isn't Psychology 101; it's Comedy Technigque 101.
For the staging, it's important to remember the audience is located in
front of you. Narrator POV stands back and outside the argument with
the Self POV and Character POV between the Narrator POV and the
imagined audience. Once Narrator POV has set up the scene, you can
step forward into Self POV or Characrer 'OV 1o get into the argument
just as you did in Round 3. After five v eighe shifts of the argument,

T}
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op back out of the argument into Narrator POV by simply stepping
ck or away from the audience. This keeps the visualized images of Self
MOV and Character POV between you and the audience so you can re-
to them when making comments. Then step from Narrator POV for-
d into Self POV or Character POV to continue the argument.
in, after five to eight shifts into the argument between Self POV
Character POV, pop out of the scene to Narrator POV and make a
ef smart-aleck remark based on what's happening in the scene.

 For example, one of my students, a sweet, petite blonde who always
jore a bow in her hair told me that she didn’t understand whar 1
nt by making comments based on the scene. So | asked her 1o
w me her arg She d | lained from N POV,
11, it's between me and my boyfriend.” "To my surprise, in her argu-
pent this timid princess became a raging tyrant.

If POV: You bastard, I'll kick you in the nuts so hard they'll come
- ter POV: I'm going to rip off your head and shit down your neck.
1f POV: Lorena Bobbitt didn't go far enough for me; you'll wake

p some momning and I'll be juggling your cock and balls.

At this point, | said “Pop out,” and she did. 1 stood next to her and
“Look at these two arguing. What do you want to say about
P She laced her fingers together and sighed, “They're in love."
class laughed for about two minutes. Of course, your remarks
't need to be this extreme. You'll do fine with jibes like, “Does any-
¢ have any boxing gloves?” or “Oh great, I've officially become my
ther.” Get the idea?

" Begin Round 4, including five or six pop-outs to Narrator POV, for
lx to eight minutes and then end it, or allow the argument to come
10 irs natural conclusion.

You have gone through four rounds of building an argument with three
POVs, Because you experienced the argument from the Character
POV and Narrator POV as well as the original Self POV, your memory
of it will be more detailed than the actual event. The argument will be
maore like o holographic memory.

Now, sit down and reflect on the entire process, Write down the dif-
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Points of View

ferences you noticed by experiencing the argument from three different
POVs. If you developed a funny bit through doing the exercise, consid-
er using it as the basis for a routine. If it wasn't particularly funny, do it
all over again using the form on page 87. And this time pick an argu-
ment you can have more fun with.

Streamlining the POV Exercise
Initially | teach this exercise in four rounds so you can clearly define
the three roles and understand how to keep them separate, but you can
condense the whole process from four rounds to one. By doing Round
4 only, you can streamline the exercise by starting with Narrator POV
ta set the scene. Then play it out by shifting back and forth between
Self POV and Character POV, occasionally popping out to Narrator
POV to make some snide remarks or add exposition.

You don't always have to do an argument, but | find this exercise
works best with situations that evoke extreme emotions. Try scenes that
invalve suspicion, disgust, guilt, etc. Without an extreme emotional
through line, the scene may get boring rather quickly because the Self
POV and Character POV will have no passionate drive to converse.

If you don't understand the three basic POVs and their staging well
enough to streamline the four rounds into one, go through the origi-
nal four-round process again until you do.

POV Applications
POVs are a robust technique with a wide range of uses with implica-
tion throughout my entire comedy technique. The more you explore
and play with POVs, the more applications you'll find to help you ex-
press your personal style of being funny. Following are a few of those
applications:
Joke Structure

As you leaned earlier, all jokes are essentially nwo interpretations of one
damg the target assumption being the expected interpretation and the

being the isi ion. Once you truly
umk-mand the implications of this model vnn’l.l quickly realize there
are a multitude of ways this can be accomplished, including shifting
from one POV to another. Thar is 1o say, shifting from Narrator POV

POV Exercise Form
t an Argument:
# Between you and an adult human,
* The other adult must be a person you can portray.
* Argument done standing up and face to face (no phone).
* Have multiple issues.

Notes:

I 1: Self POV Only
* Who are you arguing with?
~ ® Where does this argument take place?
» What are you arguing about!
- ® Three or four minutes.
* Begin.

2: Character POV Only
* Choose a different voice and posture.
~ # Stand on the opposite side.
# Make the Character POV right from his or her perspective.
* Three or four minutes,
- * Begin.

3: Self POV and Character POV
* Shift one step between POVs.
* For Character POV change your voice and posture.
* Allow the jokes to flow.
* Four or five minutes.
* Begin.
Notes:
Round 4: Self POV, Character POV, and Narrator POV

and audience.
* Narrator talks to the audience and sets the scene.
* Argue by shifting between Self and Character POV

* Six to eight minutes,
* Begin,

Final notes

H7

* Self POV and Character POV are staged between Narrator POV

* Five or six times pop out to Narrator POV and make remarks.
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to Self POV or Self POV to Character POV or Character POV to Nar-

rator POV allmnsnmn joke structure becanse they contain two inter-
from two d

Here's a joke | tell about vi.smng San Francisco:

| was standing on a street corner when a bum came up to me and
demanded, “Hey Buddy. Give me five dollars.” | turned to him and
said, “When did you get a raise?”

I chose to introduce this with the traditional Narrator POV: “T was

standing on a street comer when a bum came up to me and demanded,”

then | shifted into Character POV became the bum and demanded,
“Hey Buddy. Give me five dollars.” As | stepped from Character POV 10
Self POV, | made the quick Narrator POV comment, “I tumed to him
and said,” then settled into Self POV and retorted with the punch,
“When did you get a raise?”

Notice how the shift in POV from Character to Self structures this
joke. The connector is the bum's action of demanding five dollars. The
target assumption is that the bum is demanding five dollars because he
doesn't have a job. The reinterpretation is that the bum is demanding five
dollars because that is his job. The two interpretations of demanding five
dollars that came from two separate POV is what structures this joke

Shifting between the three POV offers the possibility of joke struc
ture not just because it allows you to interpret one thing in two ways,
but also in three.

Generating Material

Every joke is loaded with i about relationships and
ments. | often refer to this iated infe as the “exp
Since shifting POV is a mechanism for structuring jokes, whenever
you physically position yourself to become another person, an animal,
or an object, or you pretend that you're in a particular environment,
the information in that experience becomes fodder for jokes.

When you explore the psychology of your Self POV or a Character
POV, you'll be surprised at the depth of the experience. For instance,
a student, Dave Reinitz, was doing a bir abour gerring his car towed
away. The story line took him 1o the impound yard where he was con
fronted by the guy he must pay togen bis cor back. The first time Dave

e,

Poins of View

id this exck with the Impound Guy, he only did a greeting, then
shed on to several jokes about his car. | suggested that he explore the
Character POV of the lmpound Guy and allow him to talk.

David took the time o act out the Impound Guy, explore his view
of the world, and discover what he had to say. The following week he

came into class with this bit in which the Impound Guy is a raspy-
oh-h h. s th

ounter

pound Guy. No shit. And | (hought you were here to visit the su-
odels in the back. Or perhaps you'd like a tour of our botanical

lens. I's enchanting this time of year, what with the dandelion

stink weed in bloom. Now which friggin’ car is yours?

¢: The blue Ferrari.

Impound Guy: “Hah. You're here for the Pinto wagon, aren’t ya? (1o his

elper, Low, in the back) Hey, Lo, bring up the Pinto wagon with the

Mondale bumper sticker. And Lou, you owe me ten bucks—he showed

up for it. Do you want to go double or nothing on the pink Gremlin!

These are not the kinds of jokes you'd normally write with a pen and
- paper or computer. They come from imagining how you or a character
‘would behave in a given situation. And the best way to do this uby be-
coming the character and exploring the ci by imp g

Bringing the Material into the Present

Material has a far greater impact on an audience when it’s reenacted as
if it's happening in the present. | was first introduced to this phenome-
- non by numerous books on acting which mention that even if a section
of dialogue is stated in past tense, the actor must behave as if ir’s hap-
pening in the present. Several of my acting coaches reiterated this idea.

MNow, let’s relate this to applying POVs. Since Narrator POV is a non-
participating observer, all material is presented in past, future, or fantasy
tense, This isn't bad; in fact, it's necessary for setting up some jokes and
routines. But when the entire routine or show remains in Narrator POV,
the experiences are never related to as if they're happening in the present.

On the other hand, when you move your material into Self POV
und Character POV, which are parti ats in the experience being
reenacted, these experiences happen before the andience’s very eyes.
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An example of bringing material into the present was demonstrat-
ed by my student Danny Walsh, who came into class with this joke:

Last night my wife came out of the bedroom and asked me if her
new dress made her look fat. | told her, no, it was all that blubber
hanging from her ass that made her look fat.

This is a good joke, but it was all phrased from Narrator POV. 1 sug-
gested to Danny thar it would be much stronger if he brought it into
the present by portraying his Self POV and her Characrer POV. In
class that following week, Danny did this:

Narrator: My wife came out of the bedroom last night and did one of
these. ...

Wife: (girlishly wirls around) Does this new dress make me look fat?
Narrator: | said,

Self: No, honey. What makes you look fat is all thar blubber hanging
from your ass,

This was essentially the same joke rold to the same audience of stu-
dents, yet it got a bigger laugh. It's funnier because the wife is actually
there to hear Danny's cruel punch, and Danny is actually saying it 1o
her. This is a wonderful lesson on the power of bringing material into
the present.

Identifying and Portraying the Character (POV)s

Once you begin to identify all the Character POV in your material,
you'll be astounded at how plentiful they are. The basic method for
doing this is to never tell the audience what someone or something
says or does. Instead, become that someone or something and let them
say or do it. Portraying Character POV is one of the most overlooked
techniques in comedy. Yet, those who do a lot of characters in their
shows know just how effective they are at getting laughs.

A student, Marthew Arzt, was doing a bit on how disgusting the
talk shows have become. One joke was about giving a talk show ro
Armmold Schwartzenegger. It was a funny idea, but | thought it could be
even funnier if Marthew actually be Armnold as the talk show
host. The next week, Matthew surpri ryone by nailing Amaold's

Austrian accent in this bir:

Poins of View

Marrator POV: | hear they're considering giving a talk show 1o Ar-
. | can imagine what that’s gaing to look like.

' As Arnold: We're here—to cut you down. Today on Amold, “Dress

like a tramp or I'm leaving you.”

: Of course, Character POVs aren't always people; they can also be
animals. Most people already tend o project their own thoughts and
feelings onto animals. This is only one step away from portraying the
a in a show.

A studen, John Willey, used the concept of how people and ani-
mals perceive time differently to create this piece about his cat:

If one year 1o a human is seven years to a cat, then for the cat one
day equals a week. So along about six o'clock I'm sure my cat
starts thinking, “He’s never coming back. He probably ran into the
street. I'm gonna have to learn to use the can opener. But first, I'll
have to develop an opposable thumb.”

Character POV can also be objects like cars, wilets, or parts of our
bodies. They can even be abstractions such as emotions or the concept
of dysfuncri almast anything can be p ified into a characrer.
Character POVs are only limited by your imagination.

Richard Pryor is, in my opinion, the master of unusual POVs. If you
want a great lesson on how to utilize POVs, especially Character
POV, rent any one of Pryor's concert videos and enic: the varicq:mj

inality of his als, There's the heart artack sequence when
:mnt:pmh wp:::\?:he trip to Africa bit where the stink from one
of the natives engulfs him; and my favorite, his portrayal of his cocaine
pipe—one of the most brilliant, insightful, and tragic comedy routines
ever recorded.

Expressing Your Opinions

If you're willing to be vulnerable enough to put your honest thoughts
and feelings into your show, you'll be surprised at how many people will
identify with you. This is, to me, what Lenny Bruce brought to come-
dy. Most people remember him for his foul language and the court cas-
es that followed. But it was his willingness to say exactly what was on
his mind, in joke form, that created o whole new style of stand-up com-
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edy and altered the perception of how to come up with material. Before

Bruce, the approach was to either come up with any kind of joke that
would get a laugh or develop a comical character. Lenny Bruce found
his comic voice in his own head, not in a joke that would please other
people. Fortunately or unfortunately, what was on his mind was sex and
drugs, along with some relevant social issues. Bruce's ability to brazen-
ly pontificate on his personal views opened a portal to an infinite co-
medic universe for the next generation of comics—the likes of George
Carlin, Richard Pryor, Elaine Boosler, Bill Hicks, Sam Kinison, and
many more.

When you choose an experience and improvise on it from Self POV
and Narrator POV, you'll be shocked to discover how opinionated you
are. Acting out an experi as if it's happening is a wonderful oppor-
tunity for honesty because there are no consequences. In comedy, you
can say all those things you've been thinking, but were afraid to let
out. For instance, here's Carrie Snow's view of men:

I always wanted a boyfriend in prlson cause I'd always know
where he was.

Using Character POVs allows you to say or do things in front of an
audience that you'd never do in public. If the audience finds it offen-
sive, you can always blame it on the Character POV. With the right
approach, comics can say almost anything without consequence to
themselves.

When I was the opening act for the male strippers at Chippendale’s,
I wrote a joke that [ thought was very funny but 1 would never do as

yself—especially in front of an all-female crowd, The joke went:

S'::e women want equal rights—but are they willing to fuck for
them?

A funny joke, but the audience would hate me for saying it. Being
an artist, my devious mind found a solution. I'd give it to a character
who could and would say it withour realizing how offensive it really is.
Enter the Character POV—Bob Hormone. He's the kind of jerk who
leaves the three top buttons of his shirt undone, calls women “babe,”
and points his index finger as if it’s the b
When Bob said the joke, it was as i

el ol a plstol as a greeting.
vicoininent on the kind of id

('}
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{ots who actually think this way as it was as a lampooning of the wom-
en's movement. Bath sides take a shot. The joke worked great.

When you use POV to put yourself into an experience and impro-
se, you'll often find those opinions that everyone else spends their
trying to hide from others. Your job as a comedian is to boldly ex-
press those opinions, but remember to do it in joke structure.

Combining (POV)s

fundamental concept of POV is really quite simple, yet there are
many variations that can be woven into a complex performance.
re'll be times when you'll want to do a joke as Self POV being ina
jon, such as driving a car through a desert, then sarcastically
nt from Narrator POV about how you remember when this
was nothing but over crowded strip malls. Also you may want to
oke about a Character POV doing one thing, such as stealing mer-
chandise, all the while explaining with your voice as Narrator POV
* that the character is really just an entrepreneur. Yet another variation
s having a Character POV become another Character POV as with

 this joke by my student Mel McKee.

Narrator POV: Asa high school teacher I've had students begin do-
E your mama” jokes. In class, one kid yelled at me,

POV: “Your mama's so fat that when she takes a bath the
 water gets out and says,
- Character POV: T'll wair.™
The Character POV of the student acts out another Character POV
of the water. Since | can't possibly go over all of the combinations,
you'll have to discover them on your own through experimentation.

Keep in mind thar POV are an easy means of constructing jokes be-
cause each shift constitutes joke structure. Play with them freely.

Foundation for Rehearsing

As you'll discover in the next chapter, POV's are the cornerstone of my
Rehearsal Process, To foreshadow a bit, you're usually considered fun-
niest when you're talking about things that have really happened to
you. So when you rehearse a joke as an experience, you "Il not only be
reenacting Self POV, but also Narrator POV and relevant Character
POV, This method of rehearsal creates o holographic memory of the
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whole experience, which is far superior to simply memorizing the

words of a joke.

When it comes to style, there’s no right or wrong because POV are
flexible enough to fit anyones style. The more you play with them, the
more you'll understand how they apply to clear staging, generating
ma(eﬂal bringing manenal into the pﬂscnr nlentll'\ﬂ.ngmd punrmlu,
i g, and p A
Icnowtednc of POVs opens r.'h: door to comic pmhxllm:s thar are vir-
tually limitless. And beyond that, portraying POV is just plain fun.

Rehearsing

st people believe that all they have to do to be a comedian is mem-
a bunch of jokes, then get on stage and tell them. But it’s not that
. Have you ever told a joke that got a huge laugh in one situa-
ffon and a roar of silence in another? Thar's precisely why doing stand-
up comedy involves much more than just telling jokes.

Secwrt #8:
(COMEDIANS INTERPRET JOKES IN WAYS THAT MAKE FEOFLE LAUGH.

at makes a joke funny! The comic’s ability to read a situation and
the information to interpret the joke in a way that will make that
icular audience laugh. Consistently making people laugh is an act
creativity; it takes a grear deal of experience. As much as my ana-
1 may do to d ify the structure of comedy, the
ent to make people laugh remains a magical phenomenon.
As a teacher, | find students have many more performing problems
that need to be solved than writing problems. Joke writing problems
' gan usually be eliminated with practice, time, and effort, but perform-
bg problems will keep a student stuck at the same level until they're
,_wlvcd. I've found that almast all performing problems arve a result of im-
froper rehearsal.

Have you ever been really funny around friends or family, at work
or at a party, and thoughr, “If | could only do this on stage, I'd be a
jireat stand-up comedian?" Well, you're right. The ingredients that go
Into being really funny in informal surroundings are the same ones
thar make for an excellent stand-up comedy performance.

Let's examine what goes on when you're being really funny. (When
1 talk about “being funny,” 1 mean acting spontaneously, not sitting
around telling old jokes.) You're telling o story about something that
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actually happened to you, reliving it as if it's happening again, freely

pressing or the same you had at the time, be
coming the other people, maybe even animals and objects, stopping 1o
let your listeners laugh, speeding up or slowing down according 10
their resp not criticizing yourself—probably because of the effects
of drugs or alcohol—and, most importancly, having a great deal of fun
Duoes that pretty much cover it?

To express your real sense of humor on a stand-up comedy stage, you
have to be funny in the same way that you've been funny all your life
The rehearsal techniques you'll learn in this chapter will help you rep
licate this natural manner of being funny whenever you want. In my

e I've found i } | to be the number one factir

that causes people to lose touch with their natural sense of humor.

b

If you rehearse by pacing back and forth, looking at the ground and
trying to remember what you're supposed to say next, then you'll per-
form pacing back and forth, staring ar the ground, and still trying o

ber what you're 1 to say next. Conversely, if you re-
hearse a joke as if it were something that really happened to you, pre-
tending that you're relating to an audience and having fun with your
material, then you'll perform as if the material really happened to you,
you'll relate to the audience, and you'll have fun.

Rehearsing material in a different manner than you want to perform
it is an error | often refer to as the “Milkman Syndrome.” This name
was inspired by a student in my advanced class who had a good sense
of humor but who would forger hing he'd ret 1 wh he
did his show. | asked him if he was rehearsing his show at home, and
he assured me that he was. When | asked for more derails about his
rehearsal process, he informed me that he was a milkman and would
rehearse while driving between stops. When I heard that it was imme-
diately clear to me what the problem was. | asked the student to get
back on stage, sit on the stool, put his feet on one of the tables, and
pretend to drive his milk truck. Though a little embarrassed, he acqui-
esced to my bizarre request. To his and the entire class’s amazement, as

Secrer #9: |
How YOU REHEARSE IS HOW YOU WILL PERFORM.

96
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gon as he assumed the same body position he'd been in while rehears-
g, he remembered his show perfectly.

" The lesson here is that since the performance state mimics the re-
Tiearsal state, it's ly imp hearsal process that
will bring forth your natural state of being funny.

o use @

The Creator and the Critic

e Creator and the Critic are two facets of your personality. Both are
essential 1o being a professional funny person, but they must be in bal-
nce—the Creator coming up with ideas and the Critic technically
erafting the show. If the two aspects conflict, they'll cause problems
that you may not even be aware of.

The functions of the Creator are inventing and expressing. The Cre-
is intuitive, imaginati ional, playful, eager to explore, and
nafraid of making mistakes. It’s the child in you, who doesn't care

ther something’s right or wrong as long as it’s fun. In stand-up com-
dy, the Creator explores ideas for jokes, discovers even more when re-
hearsing, and interprets the material in a way that makes people laugh.

The Critic is concerned with improving and crafting. This aspect of
r personality is intellectual, reality-based, analytical, goal-oriented,
judgmental. Like a parent within you, the Critic insists things be
right and is very serious about it. It notices all mistakes and
ts them corrected. When you're assembling a stand-up comedy
show, it's the Critic that crafts your ideas into joke structure and orga-
nizes the jokes into a show.
~ When people try to be creative and critical at the same time, the

Creator and the Critic conflict and the effectiveness of both is can-
celed out. This problem is a result of ineffective rehearsal practices.

* For example, while practicing his material, a comic may allow the
Critic to interject a constant stream of negative comments through
internal self-talk. It usually goes like this:

Creator: This guy goes into a confessional. He says to the minister . ...
 Critic: That was terrible, it's not a minister, it's a priest. What's
wrong with you! You're so stupid. 1t's a priest. Now, try it again.

' Creator: This guy grows . . .
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Critic: Grows! What the hell are you doing!? Take it from the top.
Creator: This guy goes into a confessional.

Critic: You didn't pay your bills today. You're going to get late charg-
es added on to them. Why did you stop!? You idiot. Do it again.

If you're creative and self-critical ar the same time when you re
hearse, you're rehearsing the Critic into your show. This is a very impor-
tant concept. Remember, how you rehearse is how you will perform

So if you rehearse the Critic into your show, how can you expeet to be

free of it when you perform? You can't. The Critic will consume your
attention on stage just as thoroughly as it does during rehearsal.

Then the real trouble begins. With all of your attention focused on
evaluating rather than doing the show, you go blank and forget your
material. The Critic condemns you for screwing up, so you focus even
more of your attention on yourself. To make matters worse, (yes, they
can get worse) you're not paying attention to the audience, so how
can you gather the information you need to interpret the jokes in o
way that will make them laugh? You can't. Even if you do remember
your jokes, they probably won't get a laugh. Then of course, it's the
Cl'ili:;; royal duty to chastise you for having this problem, which it
created.

Separating the Creator and the Critic

You must train your Creator and your Critic to work independently of each
other. When you want to invent and express, be the Creator only
When you want to improve and craft, be the Critic only, It sound:
simple enough, but believe me, it's easier said than done. Most of us
have spent a lifetime constantly criticizing ourselves; we're not sure
how it got started, and we don't know how to stop it. And ignoring
your Critic doesn't work either because it just yells even louder, some-
times to the point of taking over your whole mind. No wonder some
comics tumn to aleohol and drugs to shut it up.

The Critic's intent is to help you improve, so you don't want ta get
rid of it entirely. At the same time, you don't want it interfering with
the Creator’s ability to freely invent and express, What you do want is
for your Creator and Critic to do their jobs without encroaching on
each other's territory. How do you accomplish that!

w

Rehearsing

The Critic Spot and the Rehearsal Space
You must rehearse in two physically separate locations. One allotted to the
tic, referred to as the Critic Spot, and the other assigned to the Cre-
ator, called the Rehearsal Space.
" | want to stress how important it is to rehearse in two physically sep-
locations. You've been conditioned by years of trying 1o be cre-
and critical at the same time, so your mind doesn't view these as
separate functions. But when you assign functions to their own
Ily separate locations, a lous thing happ your mind
marks them as different. And when you do this over a period of time,
your mind finally comes to understand that the Creator and the Critic

' To truly divide the Creator and Critic, you must be absolutely con-
sistent about keeping them in their own locations. When you're being
the Creator in your Rehearsal Space, never allow the Critic to inter-
pt. If the Critic does come in, stop and move into the Critic Spot to
get its information. When you feel you can practice without the Crit-
i looking over your shoulder, go back to your Rehearsal Space.
" When you're finished practicing in your Rehearsal Space, walk
across the room to your Critic Spot and encourage your Critic to spew
forth all of its comments. Keep in mind that the positive intent of your
Critic is to help you improve and craft, but it should only be allowed
to speak when you're in your Critic Spot. You want its help, but anly
at the appropriate time.
* As your mind becomes accustomed to this split, you'll discover how
liberating it is to rehearse free from the confines of the Critic’s nega-
tive judgments. You'll also notice that when you're in your Critic Spot,
you'll enjoy giving yourself feedback because instead of having to in-
terrupt, that part of you will be acknowledged and appreciated for its
contribution.

Why Rehearse?

Aptly enough, the word rehearse is distantly related to the old Norwe-
gian word hervi, a rake-like tool used for cultivating. And that’s exactly
what rehearsal is—a tool for cultivaring your show. Being funny is an
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act of creativity, so your show should be regarded as a i
growing entity.
Rehearsal lays the groundwork for a show to evolve. I

Secmer #10:
A JOKE 15 A RESPONSE TO SOME EXPERIENCE,

When we spontaneously make up jokes, we're responding to sensory in-
formation received in the present or experienced in the mind as a mem-
ary or fantasy. We can'’t think up jokes about nothing (unless the joke
is about nothing, but then nothing becomes the something the joke is
about). The creation of a joke begins with a piece of information that
comes into the mind; it is then formed into joke structure and ex-
pressed. | refer to all of this sensory information that’s happening in the
present, recalled as a memory, or conjured up as a fantasy an experience
[f\lt:l want to express your natural sense of humor, you must first
an ience before responding with a joke. Likewise, 10
remember your show, you must implant experiences in your mind so
you can respond to them in the form of fantasies, memories, and things
happening in the present. .
This brings up a big question: How do you tell a joke by recalling an
experience!

The Mind Remembers in Pictures, Sounds, and Feelings

Our minds receive information only through the senses—what we sec.
hear, feel, taste, and smell. Since we can't recall actual rastes umi
smells, what we remember are pictures, sounds, and feelings. These an:
our means ot‘ perceiving, storing, and retrieving information. We per-
ceive by seeing, hearing, and feeling in the present. We store informa-
tion in our minds (unconsciously) as pictures, sounds, and feelings
And we retrieve information by remembering pictures, sounds, and
feelings. '
! For instance, if | asked you what you did this morning just after wak-
ing up, you'd say something like, “I turned off the alarm clock, got out
uf.br.\:l. and took a shower.” How did you remember that! Not by mem-
orized words describing what happened. You were seeing pictures of
your actions, which included the sounds and feelings that accompanied
them. These pictures, sounds, anid feelings constinute the experience

(I

Sensory Experiences Activate Human Behavior
ough you're probably not aware of it, your behavior is generated by
pictures, sounds, and feelings that enter the mind in the present and
stored in the unconscious mind, or have been retrieved as memories.
, for example, you see someone you're sexually attracted to; that ex-

comes into your mind through your senses at that moment. By
iation, the experience triggers a memory of someone with whom
u had an exciting sexual encounter in the past, which, in turn, causes
1o fantasize about jumping the bones of the person who artracted
As a result of all these sensory experiences, you get mumed on. 1f
your response is strong enough, you might even try to meet the person,
et rejected, and revert to a self-maintenance program. All of this behav-
was activated by pictures, sounds, and feelings experienced in the
 through the senses or in the form of memories or fantasies.

Words Do Not Activate Human Behaviors

minds have been processing pictures, sounds, and feelings for mil-
: latively recent devel The

representations, they don't affect us as actual experiences do. Words
like a menu, whereas experiences are like a meal. Rehearsing jokes
by memorizing the words is like going to a restaurant and eating the
menu—it resembles the real thing, but it's not the real thing.

" Take the word funny, for instance. Say it, write it, or think of it—
you won't laugh. But if it causes you to remember the pictures, sounds,
 and feeling of a hilarious experience, you will laugh. And what makes
you laugh will be the funny experience, not the word funny.

Memorizing the Words 1s the Worst Type of Rehearsal
Memorizing the words of jokes is the most common type of rehearsal,
and it is exactly what creates the performing problems 1 ioned
earlier. The classic rehearsal mistake beginning comics make is to re-
duce a funny story abour something thar really happened to them to
the things that were said, and then memorize those words verbatim.
The problem is that a very large part of what makes a joke funny lies
in how the comedian responds to the circumstances of the story. When
| finally says the words that tell

the comic memorizes, remembers, and

1
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the story, it's no langer in his mind in the form of pictures, sounds, and
feelings. The story loses its impact and humor because the comic has stopped
responding to it as an experience.

This problem is further exacerbated by ignorant teachers who insist
you memorize the exact words of your jokes. Since the mind normally
remembers in pictures, sounds, and feelings, memorizing the words vio-
lares its natural function. Then these teachers compound the difficulty
by telling you to “act natural” while reciting what you have memorized.
Demanding that students act natural while doing something innatural
puts them in a terrible double bind.

And there's th blem. M ing words is a p of talk-
ing to yourself in your head, repeating the words over and over until
you can remember and recite them exactly. Therefore, when a comic
who uses this approach gets on stage and needs to recall his memorized
routine, he must go into his head and say the words to himself before
repeating them to the audience. He's so busy talking to himself he
doesn't establish a strong relationship with the audi and without
that he can't gather the information it takes to interpret the material
in a way that will make them laugh. The jokes may be perfectly said,
but they won't be funny.

Yet another problem with memorizing the words is that it leads ro
emational disassociation. Since words don't activate behaviors, r}\q-dum
activate either. And are the ulti -
tion link b you and your If you're ionally disasso-
ciated, your audience will be, too. They've come to ride a roller coaster
of your emotional ups and downs on the tracks of laughter, not to listen
to a series of well-memorized words. It not entertaining or amusing to
watch someone remember and correctly repeat memorized words.

Even if you do remember your words correctly, they still aren't a very

effective means of ication. The following is the work of Uni-
versity of California ar Los Angeles f Dr. Albert Mehrabi
published in Silent M (New York: Wad h, 1971}, and it dem-
the relative eff of the three ways we communicate:
Body Language 55 percent

Vocal Tone 38 percent
Words 7 percent

Rehearsmg

- That’s right, words account for only 7 percent of our communica-
tion. We communicate 93 percent of our information with our body
language and voice tone. So memorizing and repeating the words of
is incredibly ineffective in P to responding to experi-
which activate our body language and vocal tone.

You might be saying, “But in stand-up comedy words are more impor-
ant than that.” Great. Let’s more than double the value of words and
nake it 15 percent. That still leaves 85 percent of the communicarion
body language and vocal tone. No matter how you carve it up, these
nverbal cues are far more important to communication than words.
Now | hear you asking, “But if you aren't supposed to memorize the
s, how do you remember your material?”

Memorizing Experiences 1s the Best Type of Rehearsal
This isn't as difficult as it might seem—you've been doing it your en-
ire life. Do you have a story, probably one about your family or friends,
you've told many times! Did you memorize the words of that story
telling it! Of course not. You remember it as an experience.
The goal of my Rehearsal Process is to get your stand-up comedy
as vividly in your mind as that familiar story. If you want to rep-
e your natural sense of humor on stage, you must remember mate-
in the form of experiences.
You'll derive many benefits from remembering your show as pic-
sounds, and feelings. The experiences in your routine will have
impact on your body language, voice tone, and other behaviors,
ich will help keep your show i ing. You'll be ionally as-
sociated, so the audience will have the opportunity to ride your emo-
tlonal roller coaster. And, with your attention focused on the
dience, you'll be able to interpret your jokes in a way that will make
them laugh. Does this guarantee your show will be funny? Absolutely
not. Bur at least you won't be screwing up what you do naurally.
“But,” you may say, “sometimes | need to say things in a particular
way." That's fine. Just because I'm asking you to memorize experiences
doesn't mean you can't say things in a particular way. Actually, some
Jokes require very specific phrasing. You have to leam to recall pictures,
sounds, and feelings in a fashion llows you to respond with that
particular phrasing, just as you do when you're telling a personal story.

(LU}
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Turning sensory information into language is a very normal process.
For instance, you're able to describe where you live with a specific
word—house, apartment, condo, mobile home. You do it by picturing the
place you live in your head and responding with the word that de-
scribes it. If you were to examine a picture of the place where you live,
you'd find it filled with millions of details: paint, trim, windows, glass,
steps, doors, doorbell, doorknob, trees, leaves, branches, grass, weeds,
a garden, flowers, dirt, a sidewalk, a Jehovah's Witness, and on and on.
How do you look ar that picture with all those details and say the word
house! Because you've practiced. You've rehearsed for as long as you've
lived at that location. My Rehearsal Process is based on the same prin-
ciple. It's easy to say exactly what you want to say if you practice re-
sponding properly to the experience.

Within Every Joke Is an Experience
This is the crux of my Rehearsal Process. A joke is a comic response
to some experience, so if you know what that experience is, you can
recall it as a means of bering the joke. For i a student,
Chekesha Showers, wrote this joke in response to her home life:

I'm a single mom with three teenagers at home, so the subject of
running away often comes up. But | don't.

It's the experience which resides within this joke that prompred
‘Chekesha to think of it in the first place. If she wants to perform it with
the same emotional, vocal, and physical interpretation she used when
she first thought of it, she must remember those same experiences. Just
memorizing the words won't activate all of the behaviors.

1t's relatively easy for Chekesha to idenrify the experiences within
this joke because it's based on events in her life. Bur what if you have
a joke that's based on an experience that hasn't happened to you? Then
you need to discern the experience within that joke before you can
truly perform it to its maximum effect. For instance, here’s an old joke
1 read in a joke book.

There should be a law requiring bar stools 10 come with seat belts,
The experience within this joke is about someone who has gorren

drunk and fallen off a bar stoal s atten tht e figures out a solution

14

Rehearsing

for his problem—a seat belt. What if you don't drink? What if you've
r fallen off a bar stool? If the experience has never happened to
? The first thing you must do is define the experience so you can go

( bering it as an experience

Acting Out the POVs

My Rehearsal Process transforms your material into an experience that
ppens to you in the rehearsal. This is done by physically getting up and
g out all of the relevant POV within an experience. When you
se the experience by playing out all three basic POVS, it not only
pens to you as Self POV but also as any relevant Character POV,
then Narrator POV gets to observe and make comments. Using
tiple perspectives in this way gives you a kind of holographic mem-
of the whole experience. Now, isn't that more exciting than memo-

words?

Whatever State You're in, the Audience Is in
audience has come to a comedy show because they want to leave
own reality and be ined by i else's. So
will naturally follow you into whatever state you are in as the
neans of entering your reality. It doesn't matter whether it's a positive
or negative state; if you are in it, they will follow. If you play with
hem, they will play with you. If you blame them for not laughing,
 they'll blame you for not being funny. If you're emotional, they're
emotional. If you don't relate to them, they won't relate to you. If you
- memorize the words and repeat your jokes, they will observe you say-
Ing the words of your jokes.

‘When You R ber and C icate Your Material as a
Sensory Experience—the Audience Will Enter Your Movie
Telling a joke versus communicating your material as a sensory experi-
ence have two profoundly different affects on an audience. If you just
memorize the words of your jokes and repeat them, the audience will ob-
serve you telling them jokes. Conversely, if you remember and relate your
show as a sensory experience, the audience will see, hear, and feel many
of the same things you're experiencing. Both approaches get laughs, but
the personal impact on the minds of the audience is the difference be-
tween being told about something and living the illusion of actually being there,

105
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Here's a perfect example of what | mean by the illusion of actually
being there. Recently, | reviewed a Bill Cosby comedy concert video,
Bill Cosby: Himself. From a p viewing, | bered a scenc |
particularly enjoyed where Mr. Cosby makes fun of people who work
hard all week, then party so much on the weekend that they mak.
themselves sick and miserable. I vividly recalled that this scene took
place in a light-colored bathroom with a toilet, a shower, a sink with
a mirror, a frosted window, green towels, and so on. In the bit, Mr
Cosby was on his knees having just thrown up into the wilet. Then,
he rolled his head on the porcelain and thanked it for being cold. This
is how | remember that scene. On reviewing the tape this time, [ wa-
flabbergasted that Mr. Cosby acted out this scene on an empry stag:
using only a chair. Why did I recall all those sensory derails about the
bathroom! The answer is simple—Mr. Casby memorizes the experi
ences of his material, then remembers and lives inside them as if they
are real. As a result, | enter his movie and see, hear, and feel all of the
things he does. Whatever state he isin, | am in.

The only way for you to being the audience into your movie is for
you to rehearse your material as a sensory experience, remember it as
a sensory experience, and communicate it as a sensory experience
Then, and only then, can the audience perceive it as a sensory expen
ence. This and only this opens the gateless gate through which your
audience can immerse itself in your reality. Ultimarely, what | want
you to understand is stand-up is not a presentation, but rather an in-
terpersonal communication of bringing the audience into the comedy
movie of your show. But before you can do this, you must first learn 10
rehearse it as an experience.

(0

Greg Dean’s Rehearsal Process

that I've explained my reasons for designing this Rehearsal Pro-
1'd like to introduce you to it. It consists of three phases: prepara-
on, enacting the experience, and performing the matevial based on
membering the experience.

“The steps are marked to signal whether you should be in your Critic
) or your Rehearsal Space (O). As you go through the steps,
for these symbols and move accordingly.

Phase One: Preparation

" Designate a Critic Spot (3) and a Rehearsal Space (D)

[ Choose a joke or routine to rehearse

3 1dentify the experience that inspired the joke: “What experience
would have happened in order for me 1o respond with this joke™
0 Explore the details of the experience: “Who is or is implied to be
in this experience™ “Where is this experience taking place!”
0 Decide how to enact the experience: “How do | want to enact
this experience!”

Phase Two: Enact the Experience

O Portray Self POV: “What role did I play within this experience™
" 3 Evaluate: “Did | enact my role in a way that allows me to respond
with this joke!”

o Portray Character POV: “How did other person(s) or thing(s)
within this experience behave!”

3 Evaluate: “Did | portray Character POV in a way that allows me
to respond with this joke!”

Narrator POV: “How do | want to describe what happened!”
“Have | played all of the POVs in a way that allows me

o responed with this joke!™

7
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Phase Three: Practice Performing

0 Decide how to communicate the experience: “How do | want 1.

porteay the POVs to perform this joke!”

O Perform the joke or routine

O Evaluate the perft e: “Did |
concisely and still keep the joke strucrure™

icate the experien:

This may seem like a great deal to cover, but don't worry, like 1l
other techniques described in this book, these steps are much simple:
to do than explain. Once you understand how it all fits togeth
you'll whiz through your rehearsals and, in the process, acquire
vivid, long-lasting sensory memory of the material from several mul
tiple perspectives.

Let's Rehearse

Your goal in rehearsing is twrning your material into sensory experien:
from all velevant POV's as though it is actually happening to you. You <.
then remember your show as you would a story about a real experi
ence you had. The effect this will have on your audience is they will
not just watch you tell jokes, but enter the movie of your show.

Unlike my other techniques described p ly, this Rehearsl
Process is not a step-by-step procedure, but rather a series of inter
active phases. It requires you to evaluate the experience within th
joke and then decide, based on thar evaluation, how to enacrt 1l
experience and perform the joke. To do this you may need to mov
back and forth between the steps as a means of coding the exper
ence in such a manner that will make it easy for you to responl
with the joke.

Feel free to customize this process. For instance, the steps v
questions that are designed to help you ger to the core of each st
but if different questions work better for you, by all means 1
them. Also there may be some step you'll need to repeat or elini
nate. Since the POVs can be different for every experience, you
may have to tailor it to each individual joke or routine.

Greg Dean's Rehearsal Process

Phase One: Preparation

Designate a Critic Spot () And a Rehearsal Space (O)
Befine one area in the room as your Critic Spot 3 and choose a dif-
it area to be your Rehearsal Space O. Physically moving between
ihe two locations as you go through the steps of the process will help
jou make the necessary mental shifts between the critical and creative

es of your brain.
 [t's important to be sure your Critic Spat is located off to the side or
ven a little behind your Rehearsal Space. Never place your Critic Spot in
vont of your Rehearsal Space. If your Rehearsal Space faces your Critic

ot, you'll be practicing with a vision of your Critic located where the
would sit. The purpose of rehearsing these two functions sepa-

is to set the Critic aside when you're performing. To do this, the
Critic Spot must be out of your sight when you're rehearsing. So place it
0 your right or your left or even behind you, but never in front of you.

3 Croose A JokE Or ROUTINE TO REHEARSE
You should always be in your Critic Spot when you're analyzing some-
g because it's an act of crafting rather than creativity. Here's the

{ After hearing me trash the post office, a postal worker said to me,
*You shouldn't insult us.” | said, “Why not?” He said, “Because we
know where you live.”

Since this joke isn't about something that happened to you, it will
ke a good demonstration of how you can make something “happen”
you in rehearsal.

(3 IoenmiFy THE Experience THAT INSPIRED THE JOKE: “WHAT EXPE-
RIENCE WOULD HAVE HAPPENED [N ORDER FOR ME TO RESPOND WITH
THIS JOKE!™
This is the crux of the entire process, so take a little extra time ro re-
illy understand it. Once you get the hang of it, the rest of the steps will
e easy.

The purpose of this step is to identify the experience within the
Joke. As you search, you will find within every joke an implied world

1
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filled wuth people, animals, objects, relationships, conflicts, psychol .

gies, events, and hi all coming together 1o can

a moment of humor. To truly communicate the comedy within 1l

joke you must first understand what is happening within this mini-u

verse. You can best do this Iw asking the step’s question and any othi i
ions you deem approp

Q: What experience would have happened in order for me to re-
spond with this joke?

Az A postal worker who hates his job overhears me venting my frue
tration about the incompetent service and wams me against saying
such things. Indi 1 ask why. He tt me with the fact thi
everyone at the post office has access to my address.

Is this the only experience that might have inspired this joke! I
this particular joke, any other interpretation would probably be preii
similar, but some jokes can have widely divergent interpretations. Ay
explanation you come up with is fine as long as it's logically viable |
doesn't violate the humor of the joke.

Many people go wrong at this point because they include a lot of i
relevant information in their answer. Your answer should be as cone i
as possible. Also notice this isn't just a description of an emational i«
sponse. For instance, | didn't just say, “I am upset.” It’s true that | 1
upset, but the experience of the incompetent service and the exchany:
with the postal worker are the events that upset me. An emotion is
FEsponse o an experience.

O ExpLORE THE DETAILS OF THE EXPERIENCE: “WHO 1S OR 1S IMPLIED 1
BE IN THIS EXPERIENCE!" “WHERE IS THIS EXPERIENCE TAKING PLACE!"
Once you've identified the experience within the joke, you'll need 1
uncover more specific pieces of information to use in your enactmen
in Phase Two. Asking the step’s questions will help you do this.

Q: Whao is or is implied to be in this experience!
A: A male postal worker and me.

There is nothing in this joke to indicate the postal worker's sex, but |
identified the character as a male because men seem to be the ones why
shoat other postal workers. If you think it would be funnier with a wom

LLIL

Greg Dean's Rehearsal Process

jin the role, you should change it. It's also possible to give the Self POV
to another character and do the joke with two Character POVs.

Where is this experience taking place!
In a long line at the post office.

thing about knowing where the experience takes place is that
ays has an impact on the tone of your performance. Everyone
s differently depending on whether they're at the beach, in an ele-
a restaurant, or at home. Knowing where your experience is tak-
g place sets a context for deciding how you and your Character
DWVs will behave.

ipe How To EnacT THE Experience: “HOw DO 1 wANT TO EN-
ET THIS EXPERIENCE!™
ext, put all of this information together and decide how to go about
g out the experience. This is when you need to use your imagina-
to mentally organize the entire experience so you can easily en-
it it in Phase Two.

3 How do | want to enact this experience?

- The first time | go into the Rehearsal Space, I'll be myself as Self

W and listen to the postal worker wam me not to insult postal

cers, I'll ask “Why not?” and then listen to him say, “Because we

where you live.” The second time | go into the Rehearsal

ce, I'll portray the Character POV of the postal worker overhear-

g me insult the post office. Then he'll wamn the Self POV by say-

g, “You shouldn’t insult postal workers”; he'll listen to Self POV

[ , “Why not?” then react with, “Recause we know where you
¢." The third time | go into the Rehearsal Space, I'll become Nar-

¢ POV and describe the whole scene.

Your job is to create an experience so you can recall the pictures,
s, and feelings that will allow you to respond with this joke. The
| h rh;ht waly is your way.

* That's all there is to Phase One. It's somewhat complicated to read
whout, but it only takes a minute or two of actual time to do. Now that
you understand what's going on within the joke, let's move on to
Phase Two, where you'll rehearse it by enncting the experience

i
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Phase Two: Enact the Experience

In Phase Two, you'll physically act out the experience from all of the
relevant POV so you can remember it as pictures, sounds, and feeling

Note: The order of Phase Two is only a suggested order. Since th
example joke consists of all three POVS, the following order will prol
ably work just fine. But what if there are several Character POV an|
a Narrator POV, but no Self POV? Then you must customize Phi
Two to accommoxate that experience.

Anaother note: For most people, Narrator POV will be enacted last
Since its function is that of observer, doing the Self and Character POV
first gives the Narrator POV the material it needs to fulfill its role.

One more note: When you're in the Critic Spot 0 reviewing wha
you've just done in the Rehearsal Space O, there are four means of re
calling it: Use your imagination, listen to an audio tape, review a video
tape, or rely on the observation of another person. Try them all, then pick
the medium that works best for you.

O PorTRAY SELF POV: “WHAT ROLE DID | FLAY WITHIN THIS EXPERI
ENCE!”

Stepping out of the Critic Spot, move into the Rehearsal Space an/l
act out your part, Self POV, in this experience. To assist you in pin
pointing how to behave in this experience, ask the step's question.

Q: What role did I play within this experience!

Az 1 listen to a postal worker warn me with, “You shouldn't insult
postal workers.” | reply, “Why not?” 1 listen to the postal worker say,
“Because we know where you live.”

It's very important you take the time to listen to the Character POV
1 know it's kind of weird, but you'll find that the Characrer POV will
hold up its end of the conversation.

O EVALUATE: “DiD [ ENACT MY ROLE IN A WAY THAT ALLOWS ME Tt
RESPOND WITH THIS JOKET™

Back in your Critic Spot, let your Critic take over and give you feel
back about whether you've played Self POV as if you were really there
and if you said the right things. Ask the step’s question:

Giveg Dean’s Rehearsal Process

% Did I enact my role in a way that allows me to respond with this

ke?
h: Yes, | fieel as if | were there and responded naturally.

1f you don't like what you've done or think there was something
ing, go back into your Rehearsal Space and reenact Self POV

D PorTRAY CHARACTER POV: “HOWw DID OTHER PERSON(S) OR
HING(S) WITHIN THIS EXPERIENCE BEHAVE!

b help you get into the experience, ask the step's question.

, How did other person(s) or thing(s) within this experience behave!
s I'll portray the Character POV of the postal worker overhearing
he Self POV insult the post office; then he'll wam by saying, “You
suldn't insult postal workers™; he'll listen to Self POV respond,
Why not?” then react with, “Because we know where you live.”

Mow go into the Rehearsal Space and act out the Character POV

the postal worker. It's the same scene, but from a different perspec-
jve. Keep the enacrment real and concise. No need to give yourself a
on to babble. When you're done, go to the next step.

Y EvALUATE: “Din [ PORTRAY CHARACTER POV IN A WAY THAT AL-
S ME TO RESPOND WITH THIS JOKET™

e you're out of the experience, you can decide whether or not
ou've acted out the Character POV in such a way as to preserve the
oke structure, Ask the step's question to evaluate whether or not
jou've achieved this outcome.

(0 Did | portray Character POV in a way that allows me to respond
with this joke!

At Yes. 1, as the postal worker, heard the Self POV trash the post of-
flee, then warned him. | listened to his response and replied that all

postal workers have access to his address.
If the answer is no, go back into the Rehearsal Space and reenact it *
Wil you feel the experience unfolds in a way that would allow you to

yospond with this joke
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O PorTrAY NARRATOR POV: “How 0O | WANT TO DESCRIBE WHAT
HAPPENED!"

Narrator POV speaks directly to the audience. So when you're rehears-
ing, pretend there's an audience in front of you. To get a line on how
to describe the previous enactments, ask the question:

Q: How do | want to describe what happem:d’

Az I'll say that a postal worker overheard me say hi I
and say, not as, but for the postal worker, “You shouldn't Lnsult postal
workers.” Then explain how | asked him, “Why not?” and how he re
sponded with, “Because we know where you live.”

Go into the Rehearsal Space as Narratar POV and describe the in
teraction berween the Self and the Character POV, but don't act thern
out. Also, if any wiseass comments come to mind, toss them in. Re
m:ml:cr. Narrator POV isn't directly involved in the scene but is still

i iated and has they’re just formed from
perspective of being on the outside looking in.

You've now played out the entire joke as an experience from thre
different POVs. Let's find out what the Critic has to say.

O EvaLuaTE: “HAVE | PLAYED ALL OF THE POV IN A WAY THAT
ALLOWS ME TO RESPOND WITH THIS JOKE!"

Back in the Critic Spot, see if you've covered all of the elements nec
essary for this joke to work. By now you should have the entire joke
coded in your mind in the form of pictures, sounds, and feelings. Kin
da cool. To figure out how to improve it, ask the question:

12: Have | played all of the POV in a way that allows me to respon
with this joke?

Az | believe so. | acted out Self POV and Character POV accurarely
enough so when | was Narrator POV 1 was able to tell the story and
keep the joke structure.

If you were able to describe what was going on from Narrator POV
and it came out with the integrity of the joke intact, you're doing your
job correctly. If there were picces 1, make note of them, go back
into the Rehearsal Space, and enact them so they'll be in the expert
ence. Then when you become Marmmor 'OV, you'll be able to descrile

Gireg Dean's Rehearsal Process

Also, notice if important words were left out. Once you identify
elements need revamping, fixing them is easy.

Phase Three: Practice Performing

1 e purpose of this section is to practice performing the material by
bering the pictures, sounds, and feelings of the experience. The
experience is now in your mind and body because you've lived it
W enacting it from all three POVs, The challenge is to truse that re-
iembering the experience will prompt you to respond with this joke.
- Note: If your main concern is saying the words of the joke correctly,
ou'll conjure up a picture of the words or say them to yourself in your
which is exactly what I'm rearjum you to uw)l.d Your mmral
of humor has always been exp dasa
you put yourself into the experience, you'll be able t6 remmember the
oke and respond with it.

Afwwds of caution: This Rehearsal Process has many benefits and
plves most performing problems, but there’s one big downside—BAB-
Because you're responding to pictures with millions of details, in-
ding a myriad of sounds and a plethora of feelings, it's possible to get
in this sensory environment and never get to the joke. This is
practice comes in. The first few performances, it's okay to bab-
In your Critic Spot, you can notice the extrancous chatter and de-
gide what you should focus on to help you get to the joke.

The freedom to allow yourself to babble is a doubled-edged sword.
It can be positive because exploring all the little details within the ex-
ence can help you discover new jokes. But if you're trying to re-
parse a specific show and want to get to the joke without mentioning
ll those superfluous derails, babble can be a real problem.

My suggestion is to first get to the joke without babbling. Once
you've accomplished that, then explore.

0 Decioe How To Communicare Tre Expentence: *How po |
WANT TO PORTRAY THE POW'S TO PERFORM THIS JOKET

Spend some time figuring out how you want to perform this joke. Do
Yo want to act out the Self and Character POVs! Or do you want to
tell the story entirely from Narraor POV O use o combination of

s
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both? You're not stuck with any one choice; you can try it several dif
ferent ways. But always begin with a specific strategy. You can do this
by asking the question:

2: How do [ want to portray the POV to perform this joke?

A: I'll stare from Narrator POV to describe how a postal worker
overheard me, then step into the position of the Character POV of
the postal worker and say, “You shouldn't insult postal workers.”
Then I'll step back to the place where Self POV was standing and re
ply, “Why not?" then shift back into the postal worker and say, “Be
cause we know where you live.”

O PErRFORM THE JOKE OR ROUTINE
It's now a simple matter of going into the Rehearsal Space and prac
ticing ¢ icating the ience by bering the picturcs,

sounds, and feelings. Rxmember.hwvmmhmuhowvmmll per
form, so have fun while you're rehearsing.

In writing about a practice performance it’s impossible for me 1
describe all of the comedian's funny behavioral responses, but 1 wan
to mention that they're a major by-product of this kind of preparation
To help me fill this in, imagine you're performing the jokes. Heres o
rendition of how this joke might go.

Narrator POV: Yesterday, | was in a long line at the post office birch
ing about the service and a postal worker overheard me. He said,
Character POV: “You really shouldn't insult us like thar.”

Self POV: “Oh yeah, why not™

Character POV: “Because we know where you live.”

Mortice the phrasing has altered somewhat. Always feel free 1
phrase things as you or the Character POV would say because the jok:
should come as an honest response to the experience. If you're trying
to match the exact wording of the original joke, you've missed the
whaole point of my Rehearsal Process.

O EVALUATE THE PERFORMAN
THE EXPERIENCE AND STILL KE
This evaluation is pivotal to the g
going to decide if the joke i tght coongh, F you've kepe it in joke

: “Dip 1 CONCISELY COMMUNICAT
THE JOKE STRUCTURET
y ool your ahow, It's where you'ne

(e
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form, and if you like your performance. A helpful evaluation tool is the
step's question:

e and still keep the

The joke makes sense and ['ve kept the joke structure, though 1
d trim it down a litele bit.

~ 1f you don’t like what you've done, do it again. If you like what
you've dane, do it again. If you're not sure, do it again. Once you've
it again, do it again. Practice responding to the experience so you
perform the material as if it were something that actually hap-
pened to you. Which it did—in the rehearsal.
1f you have other questions of your own, ask them: Did | like my
1 Did | babble? Did [ keep the integrity of the joke! Do |
it’s funny? Can 1 give the punch to another POV to make it fun-
7 1f you're dissatisfied with any aspect of your performance, ponder
se¢ changes, then go back into your Rehearsal Space and reenact
POVs or just try another performance. If you like what you've
, repeat it a couple of times to get a handle on it. I've discovered
ning the material several times helps me express it in the way
5 true for me.
~ Babble is the enemy. Even though you've got a wealth of informa-
on you can see, hear, and feel, you've got to learn to focus on what
help you get to the joke. Here's a version with too much babble:

| r POV: Yesterday, maybe the day before, it doesn't marter—
anyway, | was in a long line at the post office. I was there to get some
stamps and check my post office box. | hate the post office, and |
start saying all kinds of bad things about it, when this postal worker
overhears what I'm saying. He doesn't like it, so he decides to come
over and tell me what he thinks. He saysto me ... .

Character POV: “Ya know, we work really hard and I resent the nas-
1y things you're saying about postal workers and you really shouldn's
sy those kinds of things. You know what | mean™™

Narrator POV: So, | said to him . .

Self POV: “No, | don't know what you mean. | can say anything |
want to say. It's a free country Al why sholdn't 11
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Character POV: “Because everyone who hears you insult them has
access to your address, so they know where you live."

It’s the same experience, but with too much description. Not only
does this lengthen the joke, it messes up the structure. From what I'v.
witnessed in my classes, this is actually mild babble. I've had studen
who can tum a one-liner into a novella.

If you've come up with some new jokes, you'll want to think abou
how to work them into the bit. Go to the Rehearsal Space to inscii
them into the experience. Once you're satisfied with the performan..
rehearse something else.

There's my Rehearsal Process in a nutshell. Okay, so it's a huge nut
shell. Just a few pages short of War and Peace. But well worth the jou
ney, because in this chapter you've learned to code the experience |
a joke in pictures, sounds, and feelings instead of memorizing 1l
words. You've also learned how to separate your Creator from you
Critic and acquired a format for rehearsing them separately so you
performance can be free of sélf-criticism. And you've learned to enai
the experi of your ial from multiple POVs. Applying all o
this new knowledge will allow your mind and, hence, your sensc ol
humor to operate naturally so you can be the funny person you alrealy
are by getting the audience to enter your comedy movie.

Now it's your turn. Using the Rehearsal Process Worksheet, 1«
hearse the five jokes at the bottom of the form.

Greg Dean's Rehearsal Process

Rehearsal Process Worksheet

don't use whatever you need to tumn the below jokes into sensory expe-
which will actually happen to you during your rehearsal.

¢ One: Preparation

e a Critic Spot {0) and a Rehearsal Space (O)

a Joke or Routine to Rehearse

ify the Experience that Inspired the Joke: “What experience would
happened in order for me to respond with this joke ™

ore the Details of the Experience: “Who is or is implied to be in this

iencel” “Where is this experience taking place!™

de How to Enact the Experience: “How do | want to enact this expe-

»

Two: Enact The
Self POV: “What role did | play within this experience™
= “Did 1 enact my role in a way that allows me to respond with this

Character POV: “How did other person(s) or thing(s) within this
erience behave!”

uate: “Did | portray Character POV in a way thar allows me to re-
with this joke!™

Warrator POV: “How do | want to describe what happened ™

: “Have | played all of the POVs in a way thar allows me to re-
d with this joke!”

huse Three: Practice Performing
Decide How to Communicate the Experience: “How do | want to portray
the POVs 1o perform this joke "
3P the Joke or Routine

luate the Perf: *Did |

it icate the
and still keep the joke structure?

peri concisely

Plug the Below Jokes into the Rehearsal Proces

| was standing in line at Ralph’s so long that the kid on the milk car-
ton had been found.

Every man should have a wife—preferably his own.

Inside of every short person is a tall person all hunched over,

My friends all say I'm paranoid . . well | didn’t actually hear them say it.
The baby sitter wants 10 know where you keegr your fire extinguisher

(ALY



Microphone Technique
Dos and Don'ts

Having P e with a mi can be an ordeal for the be
ginner's first times on stage. At first the mike will seem like this awk
ward phallus with an annoying cord that’s always underfoor, but will
a few tips and a little practice, using it will become second nature. I
fact, you'll soon come to depend on it because controlling an audien: «
is so much easier when you're Imderdwn t}ufmmrh

My suggestion is to use g to a whils
rehearsing so you can gcl comfortabl holding hing in your
hands while p i dly, my students have employed lary:

spoons, hairbrushes, and u seick with rope tied to it. You'll know you
have good microphone technique when it becomes virtually invisibl.
to you and the audience.

Here are some basic dos and don'ts for using a hand mike on stage in
a nightelub.

When Entering the Stage

* DON'T leave the mike in the stand for your entire show.

* DO take the mike out of the stand at the beginning of your show
and place the stand at the back of the stage. The rule of thumb is
Hold the mike in your hand unless the bit requires your hands to
be free; only then put it back on the stand.

1f the Microphone Doesn't Work

* DON'T pound the mike into your hand.
* DO check to see if the on button is tumed 1o on.
* DON'T twist the jack at the bottom of the mike. The fack con

(F0)
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necting the cord to the mike has prongs that can be bent by twist-
ing, which will permanently damage the mike and the jack.
DO push the jack further into the bottom of the mike to make a
better connection.

'T yank on the cord. You could very easily pull the wires
loose in the cord or the jack thar plugs into the wall.
' DO test the jack at the end of the cord that plugs into the wall or
side of the stage.

1f It Still Doesn't Work

'DON'T get angry, throw a fit, or put down the club for having bad
equipment. It just makes you look amateurish.

DO politely let the manager know that the P-A. system isn't work-
ing. Then put the mike in the stand, set it aside, raise your voice,
and do your show to the best of your ability.

1f The Mike Works But You Can’t Hear Yourself

DON'T yell really loud as a joke. If the mike is on you'll hurt the
audience's ears or possibly blow out a speaker. Either way, you'll
ook like a jerk.

DO speak a little louder, gradually raising your voice until you can
hear yourself. Or ask the audience if they can hear you. It's not as
important that you can hear yourself as it is that they can hear you.
There are what I call deaf stages, where the speakers are so far in
front of the proscenium that the performers on stage can't hear
themselves ar all, although the audience can hear just fine.

How to Hold a Mike

DON'T cover the lower portion of your face with the mike.

DO hald the mike so it could graze the bottom of your chin.
DON'T speak directly into the mike. It distorts the sound, and the
breathy consonants—P, B, F, and W—will make whooshing or
popping sounds.

DO speak over the top of the mike. Most hand mikes are omnidi-
rectional, which means they pick up sound just as well from any

[F1
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angle within a certain distance. Holding the mike at chin level,
you'll easily be within that distance.

In Dealing with the Cord

DON'T walk directly into the cord. [t'll ride up between your loy
Then, when you turm around, it might wrap around one leg.

DO gently flip the cord toward the audience so that it hangs sy
from your body and you can walk about the stage unencumbere|
DON'T keep kicking the cord out of your way. The audience will
e watching your foot instead of listening to your comedy.

DO use your foot occasionally to push the cord out in frant of you
DON'T step on the cord while walking. You could rear the mik
out of your hand andfor damage the jack or cord.

DO take the time to look down to see where the cord is.

DON'T gather the cord up in your microphone hand. When you
reach the end of the cord while walking, besides looking like an i1
you could pop the cord and mike right out of your hand or the wall
DO let the cord hang down in front of you. It will seem odd ar
first, but you'll quickly become accustomed to it. Again, if you
keep the cord toward the gudience, it'll hang away from your bl
DON'T wind the cord around the wrist of your free hand.

DO leave your free hand available for gesturing.

DON'T stroke up and down on the cord; it will appear as if you'n.
masturbating.

DO allow your hand to rest at your side when you're not gesturing

When Gesturing

DON'T gesture with the hand that’s holding the mike. Your han.|
and the mike will move away from your mouth and the audience

won't hear what you're saying.

DO gesture with the non-mike hand. Feel free to transfer the mik
from hand ro hand as your need to gesture changes.

When Adjusting the Mike Stand

DON'T loosen the center tightener all the way when adjusting
the height of the mike stand. If you forget which direction o turm
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it, you can ensily spend a full minute trylng to get the stand ro
tighten up again.

[XO locsen the tightener slightly, step on the bottom of the stand
1o stabilize it, adjust, then tighten. If it doesn't tighten quickly,
you're going in the wrong direction.

DON'T rake time to adjust the stand ro just the perfect height
and then take the mike out of it and set it behind you.

DO take the mike out immediately and place the stand out of the
way.

Coping with the Unexpected

DON'T ignore accidents and mistakes such as the mike holder
‘coming off in your hand, knocking over the stand, wrapping the
cord around your leg, or any other unforeseen event.

DO acknowledge what's happening, then deal with it: Put the
mike holder back on the stand, set the mike stand back up, or un-
wrap the cord from your leg. If you don't attend to the problem,
the audience will stare at it until you do.

- When Leaving the Stage

'DON'T put the mike on a table or the floor.

- DO put it back in the mike stand. It's the mike stand’s only job.
DON'T toss the mike to the M.C.

' DO hand it to the M.C. if he’s right there at the end of your show.
DON'T tum the mike off because the M.C. will speak immediate-
Iy upon receiving it.

DO practice all of the above DOs, and you'll look and sound like a
~ professional comedian.
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Peak Performance

Performing stand-up comedy is an extraordinarily complex matter
There are so many nuances and subtleties you can only learn from per
forming. You'll quickly discover that perft is not just perf
It's also a means of facing your personal dem