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Chapter One

Standing Up

The experience

I hear the sound of my own name getting applause and a bit of cheering and I’m on. I walk over to the microphone, timing it so I get there before the applause runs out. The expectation is bad enough as it is. Underneath the blurry glare of the lights there’s a whole load of faces looking up at me, wanting to laugh but not knowing if I’m funny yet. I hit them with my first big gag, and bang! They laugh. I relax. The nerves drain away, and I’m a comedian again.

The good feeling that buoys me up and makes it feel like I’m floating can’t be tied down with words, I’m giving the audience the pleasure of my company, and they’re loving it. It’s my thoughts, my pet theories, my idea of what’s funny, and each time I give them the option, they laugh. Every punchline gets another life-enhancing woof which pumps me up with more and more energy. Even the bar staff are laughing. I’m surfing on a wave of goodwill.

Everything falls into place. The new material works perfectly. It’s such a joy to do new stuff when it works. It’s a bit like feeling my way in the dark, and when the laughs come, whoom!, the lights come on, revealing a surprise party in my honour. Somehow, I manage to breathe new life into those tired old gags that are limping a bit and really should have been sent off to the Old Jokes’ Home a few gigs ago. I find a new way of putting them over, twist the delivery slightly, and suddenly they’re as fresh as the day I first cracked them.

Better than that though, I’m improvising. New punchlines for old routines suddenly strike me. The idea comes into my head, and without a second thought it tumbles out of my mouth, and there’s a laugh. I say things about what’s going on in the room, how the jokes are going down, people in the audience, and the things I say get laughs. This is instant comedy, with a butterfly lifespan. These jokes exist for a moment, then they’re gone. If you repeated them to somebody outside of the gig, you’d just get a blank stare. The strange thing about improvised stuff is that it just comes to me. It pops into my head unbidden. It is like the comedy god speaking through me. Somebody heckles, and there’s a put-down coming out of my mouth before I can think about it. The audience cheers.

Before I know it, I’m into my last routine. There’s something almost trance-like about a good gig, because time goes so quickly. I completely lose any sense that I’m in the odd situation of being stared at by a hundred strangers. It’s like being deeply engrossed in a conversation. Things that I say onstage on the spur of the moment are quickly forgotten. Only when somebody comes up to me afterwards and refers to them do I remember having said them at all.

There’s a huge roar when I leave the stage, and I feel triumphant. For the rest of the evening, people smile at me as I pass. Somebody buys me a drink. Somebody shakes my hand and tells me I’m great. Sometimes audience approval gets a bit ridiculous. I once did a gig in a tiny room above a Central London pub, and went down so well that when the final act failed to show up, the audience spontaneously started shouting for me to come back onto the stage. I had no material left to give them, so I impressed them by doing ten press-ups, then left the stage to another cheer.

Best of all, I get paid. I’ve just had the best night of my life, and now someone’s counting ten-pound notes into my hand. I feed my wallet until it’s satisfyingly fat, and leave the venue lighting up the night with my glow.

Sadly, it’s not always like that, though. Sometimes it’s like this –

The sound of my name being announced is like the order for the firing squad to go ahead and pull the trigger. The faces looking up at me are oddly disconcerting. I’m getting the sort of looks I got when I dropped my lunch down myself in the school dinner hall and everybody turned and stared. My first big joke comes and goes with little more than a bemused chuckle. I start to panic: that was one of my strongest gags. If they didn’t like that, what are they going to make of some of the rubbish that’s coming up?

Instantly my mouth is as dry as a desert. My brain goes numb. As the responses get weaker and more irritated, I begin to feel like the unfunniest man in the world. My jokes are like a list of casualties after a horrific terrorist bombing. I try to cling onto a scrap of hope. There’s a couple of strong jokes coming up which might just drag the audience onto my side. This could be the turning point, but instead, the strong jokes come out sad and limp, getting not so much as a chortle. Now there’s no chance. It’s downhill all the way.

Nothing works. My poor, dry mouth is losing the capacity to speak English, translating the last three words of every punchline into some obscure Eastern European dialect. I can’t move properly. In my mandolin song, my fingers turn into great useless, blobby pork sausages that actively search for the wrong notes. My props run away and hide in the darkest corners of the stage. Once, at a university gig in Salford, I made the mistake of putting all my props on a table at the side of the stage. I found myself increasingly unable to click with the audience, and stopped being able to move properly. In one routine, I had to bend down suddenly, and, sure enough, I smacked nose-first into the table and blood started gushing from both nostrils.

The fact that I’m stuck to this rotten script seems inescapable, because my brain is too numb to try and improvise. Finally, in desperation, I try to force out some spontaneous comments, but they’re stiff and shaky. Somebody heckles and gets a bigger laugh than I’ve had all night. I reel out an instant heckle put-down, but all I get is a sea of sneers and the odd pitying snigger.

Time goes so very slowly. I’m acutely aware of myself and of the difficult situation I am in. Every mistake, every garbled line hits me like a slap around the face. I try to hold myself together so the whole thing doesn’t visibly fall apart. All I want is for this to be over. The audience looks at me as if they’re a bank queue, and I’m at the counter trying to pay in a hundred pounds in small change. They’re impatient, they’re irritated, they just want me to finish what I’m doing as quickly as possible, then get lost.

After a lifetime’s struggle, I get off the stage to a damp smattering of lame claps. Offstage, people avoid eye contact. The promoter tries to be supportive, but you can see his brain ticking away as he hands over the cash: ‘That’s the last time I’ll be booking him, thank you very much.’ I walk out into the cold, harsh night to the sound of the fulsome laughter which the next act is getting. For the rest of the night, my brain gives me increasingly intense flashbacks of some of the worst moments.

The challenge

This is what my best and worst experiences of doing stand-up comedy have been like. Usually, it’s somewhere between these two poles, a little worse than the first but a lot better than the second. Whatever happens, stand-up is an intense form of entertainment for the comic. I would define stand-up comedy as a single performer standing in front of an audience, talking to them with the specific intention of making them laugh. The two key features in this definition present a hefty challenge:

1. A single performer As a stand-up, you’re very much on your own. You can’t rely on anybody else to help you out if things get sticky. If you triumph, you can hog all the praise for yourself, but if you fail, that great, stinking pile of shame falls on your head and your head alone.

2. The specific intention of making them laugh Your job is to make the audience laugh. What you do is defined by your ability to create a specific response in a roomful of people. The challenge you set yourself is so difficult, it requires a degree of arrogance. If you call yourself a stand-up comic, what you are saying is, ‘I can go into a room full of randomly assorted strangers and make them react exactly how I want them to.’ If the audience doesn’t laugh, you’ve quite simply failed. The content of your act is irrelevant. You may have been inventive, imaginative, intelligent, but if they didn’t laugh, you’re a failure. In this sense, stand-up is harder than stage acting, because a quiet audience in the theatre doesn’t necessarily mean that individual members of the audience haven’t enjoyed the play. If a stand-up comic goes down to silence, you can be fairly sure that not a single person in the room has had a good time. The stand-up’s problems are also compounded by the fact that the job is dynamic and interactive. If a comedy film isn’t getting the laughs in the cinema, the celluloid will keep rolling through the projector completely unaffected by its failure. The stand-up feeds on audience response, and if the laughs don’t come, he or she will tense up, the delivery will lose its edge, the whole performance will get worse, and so the audience will laugh less and less.

The ego

Given all this, it is no surprise that stand-up comedy is an ego-ridden profession. When I first started, a good gig would send me floating off on a warm cloud of delirious happiness for at least a week. A bad gig would give me an eye-stinging feeling of being alone and unloved, which would last for about the same length of time. With experience, the intensity of these reactions has faded, although the bad ones have retained some of their emotional kick. I will celebrate a good gig with nothing more extravagant than an upwards tweak of the volume knob on my car stereo on the way home. As I’ve described, time zooms by when I’m doing well on stage, and the laughs and the applause and everything I did that was good quickly evaporate from my memory. The bad gigs still stay around to haunt me, sometimes for a couple of days. I mull over all mistakes, and work out ways of avoiding those pitfalls in the future. The idea that everybody who saw me that night has gone away with the idea that I am a no-hoper sometimes pops into my head and refuses to leave.

The least pleasant side of the ego problems that go with the job of stand-up is the competitiveness. Stand-ups don’t just want to go down well, they want to go down better than anybody else on the bill. I’ve never been a particularly competitive person, but stand-up forces you to watch the opposition. This is a terrible admission, and I may be the only comic to think like this, but there’s something fantastic about watching another act going down badly. Part of me is sympathetic, but deep down there’s a bit of evil glee. There’s a lump of pure selfishness in me that is thinking, ‘Ha! I went down really well, and he’s dying on his arse! I’m brilliant and he’s rubbish!’ At its least heinous, this is the product of insecurity, the need for reassurance, the need to know that I’m not the only person in the world capable of going down that badly. At worst, it is pure, insane egomania, the desire to be enthroned as absolute dictator of the comedy universe, and to see all my challengers viciously struck down.

The boring bits

Being a stand-up isn’t just a seething mass of ego-trips and jealousy, though. There’s also a lot of boredom involved. Whether on public transport (battling against late trains and overpriced refreshments) or in a car (hurtling down endless stretches of bland, grey motorway) getting to the gig always means a struggle against tedium. It’s not much better when you get to the venue, as there’s inevitably time to kill before the show starts. Usually, this involves a bit of small talk with the person who runs the club. This comes in two flavours. There’s conversations with the promoters I’ve already worked for, which might go something like this:

PROMOTER: Oh hi there, how’s it going? (Translation: How have the gigs been going recently? Not been dying too much, have you?)

ME; Not bad, not bad. Yeah
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