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So Just How Funny Are You?

I know I can teach you comedy, but I can’t teach anyone how to be funny. You either have a sense of humor or you don’t. And just because your wife laughs at you doesn’t mean that you are a funny guy. She might be having an affair and figures the least she can do is laugh at your dumb jokes. Or, even worse, you could be like my mother, where the phrase “tough audience” takes on a whole other meaning. For instance, I would tell my mother a joke, such as …

“Women are bad in math. How can you be good in math when your whole life you’re told this (holding up two fingers a few inches apart) … is eight inches.”

Instead of laughing, my mother would say:

But, Judy, that’s not true. A lot of women are very good in math. I’m good in math. Your grandmother is good in math. Our neighbor Florence is good in math …”

I could never teach my mother to be funny. Then again, she could never teach me how to do the dishes.

How do you know if you’re funny? Take the Funny Test and see!
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WARMUP

Dear Reader,

It’s true. I can teach anyone with a willingness and a sense of humor the secrets of making people laugh. You don’t even need to know how to write jokes, because this book is chock-full of exercises that will teach you how to turn your own life experiences into comic routines. So if you have a life—you have an act.

Why put together a stand-up comedy routine? Especially if you’re not planning a comedy career? Because in the very process of creating an act you can become a funnier, wittier, and more confident person in your professional and social life. Sooner or later you’re going to find yourself having to speak in front of people, and if you’re like most of us, public speaking isn’t at the top of your to-do list. Whether you are speaking to the PTA, the PTL, or the PLO, why not get some laughs? Humor is a powerful tool. In business, ideas presented with humor gain more support, and after five, the person who gets more laughs gets more dates. And for those of you who never intend to perform, Chapter 9 provides special techniques to punch up your business and social life.

Humor is therapeutic. Even if you have no intention of ever getting up on a stage, learning how to turn negative, painful life experiences into comedy routines will give you a new perspective on life. Once you can laugh at something, you can stop crying. Student Peggy Lawrence got great material from going through a divorce:


[image: ]My ex-husband and I had a communication problem … he wouldn’t even tell me who he was dating![image: ]



Training your mind to focus on the funny, not the fatal, can help you heal even the most open of wounds. I know, because for the past ten years I have made a living doing stand-up. I have performed on over forty-five major TV shows, three Showtime comedy specials, and have toured the United States playing colleges and nightclubs, opening for everyone from Pat Boone to Prince. I am a regular in Atlantic City, where I was nominated for that city’s “Entertainer of the Year.” I have also performed at the Sahara-Tahoe, Sahara-Las Vegas, and Medora-North Dakota. (Well, some places are better than others.) I have made a lot of money doing what I love to do—make people laugh. I may not be famous in Price, Utah, but then again I have never had to get a job at K mart.

Before I was a stand-up, I taught high school, which is great preparation for anyone considering a career in stand-up. If you can make a room of jaded eleventh graders laugh, you can work any room anywhere. I quit teaching and, not having the slightest idea of what I was doing, I put together a comedy act. A pretty bad act at first, which gradually got better. I learned the principles of making people laugh in ten years of trial and error, luck, and a lot of bombing. A lot of bombing. You, however, won’t have to go through that because I am sharing the secrets of how to make people laugh that took me from being an underpaid teacher to making the big bucks in Atlantic City. Okay, I don’t get the summer off, and okay, comics don’t get tenure, but working twenty minutes a night—as opposed to eight hours a day and supervising detention—isn’t too bad.

Putting an act together isn’t a mystical process. Anyone can learn the basic principles to making people laugh. For the past few years I have taught these principles to hundreds of students in my comedy workshops in Los Angeles. Throughout this book, I will be quoting students who, just like many of you, started out with little or no material. Many former students tell me that their newfound sense of comedy has helped them get employed, get noticed, and get laid. One student, a lawyer, felt that his trial litigation had improved. (At least he kept the jury awake.) Another student found that after learning how to make an audience laugh, he no longer was tongue-tied on dates. An overweight, shy student found new self-acceptance and confidence by learning how to laugh at herself. Others, including housewives, accountants, college students, and ex-cons, became working comics and are making money doing stand-up. They all came to my classes because their friends, co-workers, or cellmates said to them, “You’re so funny, you should be a comedian.”

[image: ]



Do you think you are funny? Have you ever pictured yourself onstage, driving an audience mad with laughter? Or having them rolling in the aisles during your speech to the American Legion? Do you dream of being the center of attention? Having people love and adore you? Impressing an audience, your boss, or your date with quick, witty comebacks? Would you like to do stand-up comedy?

Then read on …





What are you? Crazy?

Do you have any idea how scary it is to stand onstage all by yourself trying to make people laugh? Why not take up a less dangerous activity, like jumping out of an airplane? Join the Green Berets, work for a bomb squad, but don’t be a stand-up comic.





Congratulations! If you got past that last page and still want to take a crack at making people laugh, then you have what it takes and this book is for you.

As I mentioned, the two requirements for making people laugh are having the desire and having a sense of humor. You probably have the desire since you’ve made the effort to take this book off the shelf and turn a few pages. For that I commend you. For me, just making the decision to open a book can be an exhausting experience. So … how do you know if you have comedy potential? Turn the page and find out.
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SO JUST HOW FUNNY ARE YOU?

I know I can teach you comedy, but I can’t teach anyone how to be funny. Either you have a sense of humor, or you don’t. And just because your wife laughs at you doesn’t mean that you are a funny guy. She might be having an affair and figures the least she can do is laugh at your dumb jokes. Or, even worse, you could be like my mother, where the phrase “tough audience” takes on a whole other meaning. For instance, I would tell my mother a joke, such as


[image: ]Women are bad in math. How can you be good in math when your whole life you’re told that this (holding up two fingers a few inches apart) … is eight inches.[image: ]



Instead of laughing my mother would say,


[image: ]But, Judy … that’s not true. A lot of women are very good in math. I’m good in math. Your grandmother is good in math. Our neighbor Florence is good in math …[image: ]



I know I could never teach my mother how to be funny. Then again, she could never teach me how to do the dishes.

How do you know if you are a funny person?

Take the funny test.


The Funny Test

[image: ]

Check [image: ] if answer is yes.
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	1.
	Are you Jewish, Black, or Italian?



	 
	 
	(NOTE: If you answered yes to this question, skip directly to Chapter 2.)
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	2.
	Do people at work (or in the unemployment line) laugh at your jokes?



	[image: ]
	3.
	Do people often repeat your lines?
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	4.
	Do you notice the absurdities of life?
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	5.
	Do you find people’s shortcomings amusing?



	[image: ]
	6.
	Do you joke about your own shortcomings?



	[image: ]
	7.
	Are you quick with sarcastic comebacks?



	[image: ]
	8.
	Were you the class clown?



	[image: ]
	9.
	Did you secretly think you were funnier than the class clown?
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	10.
	Do you find TV commercials funny when they aren’t supposed to be?



	[image: ]
	11.
	When people laugh at your jokes, is it more satisfying than: eating, drinking, or making love?




Turn the page for your score.

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, you have comedy potential. If you thought that taking this quiz was really stupid, then you are a very cynical person like myself, and not only do you have comedy potential, you are perfectly suited to a career in comedy.

From this point on, each of you will be doing the same thing: developing a stand-up comedy routine. It’s the process of developing an act that you will take with you long after you write it or perform it.

Step by step, I will show you how to create an act, perform it (even make money with it), and apply it to everyday life. If you read each chapter thoroughly and do all the exercises, I guarantee that you will have an act and be on your way to performing on the Tonight Show, Star Search, or at least in someone’s living room.

This book is actually two different books—one that you read and one that is a personal workbook you write in. If possible, create a comedy support system by working through this book with a comedy buddy. I highly recommend the buddy system and use it in my classes. You are going to be doing your act to people, and it will be too much of a shock if you’ve just done your act to your mirror. The only equipment you need other than this book is:


1. A hand-held tape recorder—Carry it with you everywhere.

2. Pen and notebook—A small pocket notebook.

3. Food in the refrigerator—For comfort.

4. A little courage—See chutzpah.

5. Lots of chutzpah—See courage.




[image: ]

COMEDY
GLOSSARY


[image: ]Hey, man, I really killed. I slaughtered them. I murdered them …[image: ]



No, this is not a psycho killer bragging about his latest murder victim. This is comic talk. Here are some comic-talk terms I will be using throughout this book.

I Killed: I did great.

I Died: See “I Bombed.”

I Slated Them: I made them laugh.

Rolling in the Aisles: The audience laughed.

Doing Filler: I ran out of material and winged it (i.e., “So where are you guys from?”).

Over Their Heads: Too hip for the room. What happens when you do your Sartre routine about Being and Nothingness when playing the Elks Club.

Doing Panel: Sitting next to Johnny Carson trying to disguise the material you’re doing as chitchat. “No, Johnny, I’m not seeing anyone now. I just have these L.A. Teflon affairs … nothing sticks! And how’s your life?”

Gig: A job.

Setup: The explaining part of a joke. “Last night someone asked me to get married …”

Punch: Where they are supposed to laugh. “… My mother!”

I Crackled: “I got nervous and started speaking in tongues.”

I Bombed: See “I Died.”

Blue Material: Talking about the pink parts of your body and/or anything coming in and out of holes.

Independent Contractor: How comics are booked so the government doesn’t partake of their paychecks.

Mike Too Hot: Volume too loud.

Setlist: Piece of paper that has the order of jokes.

Spot: Your place in the lineup.

Chunk: A collection of jokes arranged together about a specific topic.

Closer: Headliner, does between forty-five minutes to an hour.

Middler: Does twenty to thirty minutes.

Opener: Opening act who does ten to twenty minutes; usually doubles as MC and also has to empty ashtrays.

I Had to Work the Room: “I got them but it was tough.”

On a Roll: The audience is with you and you can do no wrong.

Comedy Condo: A cockroach-infested apartment where a club puts up out-of-town comics.


[image: ]

THE SIX LAME
EXCUSES FOR
NOT GETTING
ONSTAGE

“SURE I’M FUNNY AT PARTIES, BUT …”

Excuse #1: “I’m Scared”

The number-one obstacle to doing comedy is FEAR. And it is a very appropriate reaction. Let’s face it, if standing alone on a stage, in front of strangers, doesn’t frighten you, then something may be very wrong. See a doctor.

It’s okay to be nervous. It’s very human. Every successful performer wrestles with fear, so don’t let it stop you from pursuing your dreams. In the years I’ve been performing, I can’t think of one time when I haven’t been nervous. The trick is to go on in spite of feeling afraid. Usually the fear goes away as soon as you step onstage.

Don’t panic. Fear is such a powerful issue with my students that I have devoted an entire chapter to it, including exercises for controlling it. Look at the bright side: At least performing will keep you regular.

Excuse #2: “I’m Shy”

Well, so am I. Most stand-ups are very shy in their personal lives, and going onstage is a great outlet. You shy people have a lot of stuff to let out, and the stage gives you an arena in which to vent your repressed criticisms of the world. I find that the quieter the person is offstage, the more he or she has to say onstage. Once they actually get the chance to be heard, my shy students are the ones I can’t get to stop talking.

Excuse #3: “I’m Just an Ordinary Schlump”

So what? Prior to having successful careers in comedy, Jay Leno fixed cars and Roseanne Barr was a housewife with three kids.


[image: ]I’ve been married fourteen years, and I have three kids. Obviously, I breed well in captivity.[image: ]

—Roseanne Barr



[image: ]

Roseanne Barr

You don’t have to be a worldly person to do comedy. People don’t go to nightclubs to hear intellectual pondering. They want to laugh. The challenge is to find the humor in your most ordinary experiences. Being astute and clever helps, but let’s face it—this is America, a place where complete nerds achieve high levels of fame and fortune.

Excuse #4: I’m Ugly, I’m Fat, I’m …”

Darryl Hannah may be really gorgeous, but can she make people laugh? Okay, who cares, right? Stand-up is one of the few places in showbiz that accepts people of all shapes and sizes. In fact, a physical distinction can even be the basis of your act. Phyllis Diller and the late, great Jackie Gleason, among others, made careers out of being fat or unattractive. Comedian Geri Jewell develops her act around having cerebral palsy:


[image: ]I don’t understand why people will go out of their way to drink, so they can walk like me![image: ]



The very characteristic society sees as imperfect can work to your advantage. Chapter 2 teaches how to turn those extra pounds into extra laughs.

Excuse #5: “I Don’t Know How to Write Comedy Material”

Stand-up isn’t about writing words down. It’s about “talking” words—performing. Stand-up is a live performance, not a book for leisure reading. For that reason, I discourage my beginning students from writing down their material. In Chapter 2 there are exercises on how to create your material by talking into a tape recorder. If you can talk, you can create material.

Excuse #6: “When I Get in Front of People, I Tend to Spit”

See a shrink. Stand-up is not for you.

Stand-up is tough stuff and it takes a lot of hard work. But the rewards of doing comedy are immense. There is no greater feeling in the world than the feeling of an audience who is with you, understanding you, and loving you. Moments like that make all the struggling worthwhile.

Andy Warhol once said that in the future everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes. With this book, when your fifteen minutes come up, at least you won’t be boring.
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GETTING
STARTED

What Makes People Laugh?


[image: ]Words with ‘K’ in it are funny. ‘Cupcake’ is funny … ‘Tomato’ is not funny. ‘Cleveland’ is funny. ‘Maryland’ is not funny …[image: ]

—Neil Simon, The Sunshine Boys



What is funny?

I’m constantly amazed at what people think is funny and not funny. Some people will laugh at a guy slipping on a banana peel. Some people will only laugh at Hitler slipping on a banana peel. So, what is funny? If someone laughs, that’s funny.

An audience will laugh at anything, everything, and nothing at all. Trying to figure out an audience is like trying to figure out what to cook your family for dinner. No matter what you make, someone will hate it.

I’ve seen so many comics come offstage after a killer set depressed because all they saw was the one guy in the third row who didn’t laugh at the fourth joke. All the laughter in the room was drowned out by one man’s silence. And it doesn’t matter that this guy wasn’t in the mood to laugh because he just lost his entire family in a fire and stopped in for a drink before killing himself. We still blame ourselves for not pleasing everyone, every time.

Believe in Yourself

Manager Buddy Morra, who discovered David Letterman and also handles Robin Williams and Billy Crystal, among others, says that: “you shouldn’t give an audience what they want. Give them what you want. Most comics will go down to the audience level to make it work, when in fact what you should be doing is bringing the audience to your level.”

The first time Morra saw David Letterman, he instantly knew that David would go on to doing his own show, because he had his own identity. Morra feels that’s what sets apart comics who are special from those who just try to please. You’ve got to believe in yourself.

It’s hard to swallow the idea that you can’t make everyone love you. This one’s worth repeating: You can’t and won’t be able to make everyone love you. You must go onstage with a passionate desire and the intent to communicate your thoughts and feelings, not just to make people laugh.

Five Big Secrets to Making People Laugh

Secret #1: Don’t Tell Jokes

People confuse stand-up with telling jokes. When I go to a party and tell people that I am a stand-up, they inevitably say, “Really … tell me a joke.” When I tell them that I don’t know any jokes, they don’t get it. “But you’re a stand-up comic, right?” Now when I go to parties I tell people that I’m a Kelly Girl.

Joke-telling is the old Catskill school of comedy.


[image: ]Two Jews walked into a bar …[image: ]



The new school of comedy is personal comedy. Your act is about you: your gut issues, your body, your marriage, your divorce, your drug habit …

Try to find the jokes in Sam Kinison’s act. There aren’t any.


[image: ]If you ever think about getting married, sir, just remember this face—ahhhhhhh![image: ]



[image: ]

Sam Kinison

Sam goes nose to nose with the customer and screams.

Kinison’s humor comes from having an extreme attitude about women, Vietnam, and starving kids. His consistent, angry attitude is the driving force of his success.

My students who pick topics that are truthful and even painful for them are much more successful than those who pick topics they think are jokey or weird. As a matter of fact, the more candid the material, the better it is. People love to laugh at another person’s heartache. I’m not sure why. Maybe because they’re so happy that it’s not happening to them.

[image: ]

Paula Poundstone

Paula Poundstone, the Sylvia Plath of comedy, does a chunk of her fumbled suicide attempt.


[image: ]I tried using carbon monoxide, but my building has a big underground parking garage so it was taking a really long time. I had to bring along a stack of books and some snacks. People would go by and tap at the window and say, “How’s that suicide coming?’ And I’d say, ‘Pretty good, thank you, I felt drowsy earlier today.’ ”



Garry Shandling’s grief over his rejections by women have made him a comedy millionaire.


[image: ]I broke up with my girlfriend. She moved in with another guy, and I draw the line at that.[image: ]



One of the main misconceptions about being funny is that you have to be a real together “up” kind of person. Not true. It is far more interesting to watch someone struggling with his or her problems than some spiritual, flawless know-it-all. Have you noticed that there are not too many monks who are stand-up comics? Remember … the more miserable your life, the better your act. The trick is to be willing to expose yourself as much as you can without getting arrested.

Secret #2: Don’t Tell Stories

Funny stories usually don’t work. The most common mistake my students make when starting out with ideas for their act is telling stories about something “funny” that “really” happened to them:


[image: ]No, no, listen … this is really true.[image: ]



Stories might be true, but they are rarely funny and inevitably end with


[image: ]Well … I guess you had to be there.[image: ]



Another reason stories don’t work is because nightclub audiences most often are drunk and have short attention spans. Any piece that goes longer than five lines without a punch is going to be in trouble.

[image: ]

Garry Shandling

Bob Fisher, owner of L.A.’s Ice House and booker of seven comedy clubs, will not book storytellers who go three to five minutes without a punchline. “I look for the setup/punch kind of comic as opposed to a storyteller, because I need a comic who will give the audience a certain number of laughs per minute.”

Stories also don’t work because they are frequently told in the past tense:


[image: ]So there I was in a department store. And this lady walked up to me and asked me if I worked there. So I told her ‘Yes,’ and ‘All the televisions are free today.’[image: ]



Here is the same material delivered by comic Bob Dubac, in present tense, not in story form:


[image: ]To have some grins and loosen up, I recommend going to a department store and pretending you’re an employee. When someone comes up and asks you, ‘Do you work here?’ tell them ‘yes’ and that all the televisions are free today. Sit back and watch the fun.[image: ]



Keep away from telling stories. What’s funny is simply the way you look at even the most mundane events, such as Larry Miller’s observations about phone cords:


[image: ]How does that phone cord always get so tangled? How? All I ever do is pick it up, talk, and hang it up. I don’t pick it up, do a cartwheel and then a somersault, and then hang it up.[image: ]



Secret #3: Don’t Try to Be Funny


“You don’t have to act like an asshole to get laughs.[image: ]

—Anonymous



If I told you right now “Be funny,” what would you do? A lot of people might start making stupid faces, jump up and down, and do something that would get them committed to a mental hospital.
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