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Meet the author

So, you want to be a stand-up comedian?

The best advice I can offer you, regardless whether you buy my book or not, is just to do it! Write some stuff that you think is funny, take a deep breath and book in a five-minute try-out spot at a comedy club in your nearest city and give it a spin. If the feeling of elation outweighs the fear you felt before you went on, then it’s probably worth a second shot. After the gig, think what worked and what didn’t work: try to maximize the laughs in the bits that the audience liked, and try to work out what didn’t work in the bits that the audience seemed indifferent to. That, in essence, is all that every comedian I have every known does.

There you go; if you’re reading this in a shop I’ve saved your wallet the strain of the recommended retail price of this book!

If you enter the world of stand-up, you’ll find most people are just as nice as me.

If making total strangers laugh has always been a secret ambition of yours, then you really should give it a go. Lots of people have taken the plunge and have found it has changed their lives in remarkable ways.



 

About Logan Murray

Logan Murray has been a working comedian since 1984.

Over the years, he has performed in every conceivable venue, from a converted public lavatory to 3,000 people at the Glastonbury Festival, in the United Kingdom and throughout the world.

During his career he has written for TV and radio. He has appeared in variety shows, sitcoms, documentaries, panel shows and game shows.

In 1994 Logan Murray created his alter ego, the monstrously bitter, tired old showbiz hack Ronnie Rigsby, who has a showbiz career of live dates and TV and radio appearances to rival his own!

Logan Murray was also one half of the infamous 1990s double act ‘Bib and Bob’ with Jerry Sadowitz. They have appeared all over the country, including a West End run at the Criterion Theatre (the police were called twice and the critics lauded it as the best bad taste show ever).

He has directed the stage shows of award-winning comedians, lectured at Middlesex University and teaches comedy at the BBC.

Logan Murray regularly holds highly acclaimed courses in London and is acknowledged as one of the best comedy tutors in the UK.


1: Only got a minute?

There is a common myth that comedy is a very difficult thing to get right and that the job of the stand-up comedian is one of the hardest in the world.

All the comedian has to do is talk to people and make them laugh. One of the great secrets of stand-up (and the one we comedians all try to hide from civilians) is that a good comic uses exactly the same skill set that any of us use in everyday life. We talk, we listen, we think on our feet and we play.

On a good night, this is the easiest job in the world.

There are very few jobs which allow you the same sense of liberation: you are entirely responsible for your own career. If you make people laugh, you know you are doing your job; if producers and directors see you being funny, they assume that you can also present shows, write for other people, act, direct or appear on those endless comedy panel shows that occupy the TV schedules.

Very few jobs provide this sort of broad spectrum apprenticeship.

In fact, the only thing that makes this profession hard is fear. But, as you will find out, this fear is illusory! The more you perform, the more you will wonder why your doubts held you back at the beginning.

You may not be the comic genius you want to be when you start out. But neither were your comedy heroes when they began, so why not let yourself off the hook?

We all had to start somewhere and we all learnt that the more we performed, the funnier we became. This is a great journey that you are about to embark on!


5: Only got five minutes?

So, you want to be a stand-up comedian? Welcome to a life of adrenaline, late-night motorway food and paranoia. You’ll need three things to succeed, over and above being funny. First, a thick skin because of all the knock-backs. Second, expertise in reading the mood of an audience. Third, there’s an incredibly high drop-out rate in the first year and often it’s not the most funny that survive, but the most driven.

After a bad gig, try to learn from it and then throw yourself back in the ring. The more you perform, the funnier you will become. We were all pretty rubbish for our first ten or twenty gigs. Practice makes perfect. It’s a craft and you will need to learn it. If you don’t give up, you will become funnier.

Write for yourself. Don’t try to second guess what the audience wants you to say. Talk about what fascinates you and what annoys you. It’s your opinions that we want. Is your message clear? Art can be ambiguous, but a joke must not be. Don’t waffle. Get to the point quickly.

If in doubt, be as specific as you can be with your subject matter. Specific ideas give you somewhere to go and hopefully lead to funny thoughts.

Keep phoning around for work. There may be a lag between your call and the actual gig – so keep plugging away to make sure there are no gaps in your diary. If you want four gigs a week, you should phone around and book four gigs a week!

Be yourself on stage (or, at least, an extreme version of yourself). That’s what you’re best at. Relax. Take your time. Don’t let nerves speed you up. Try to look as if you’re having a good time.

Do your time. If you’re booked for five minutes, don’t do ten. You’ll be using up someone else’s stage time and generally annoying everyone who’s on after you. Don’t drink. It won’t relax you; it will just slow you down.

Listen to your audience. The person you think is heckling you may just be agreeing with you. Treat it like a proper job. Turn up on time, don’t mess people around by dropping out at the last minute, and be polite. It’s business, not a soap opera.

Tape yourself at every gig. That way, you won’t lose any of those brilliant ad-libs that you will make up during your performance. If you can, run through your material immediately after the gig. What worked well? What didn’t? What could you do to improve it?

Play the moment. React to what happens around you. Make eye contact. You are not reciting lines, you are engaging with a group of people. You are talking to, not talking at an audience. Just like you talk to people all the time, every day of your life.

Feel free to enter the competitions – but be aware that they can be a lottery, and that it’s only a competition. If you win, it’s fantastic, but plenty of performers have won and then sunk without trace, and plenty of comics have never entered them and now have their own TV shows. Remember, you are in charge. You have the microphone and the audience wants you to win (honest).


10: Only got ten minutes?

All creativity comes out of play.

D.W. Winnicott

Human beings love playing games; we love to look at things from fresh and novel angles. In essence this is all the comedian does – play with ideas until the world is shaken into a new shape. The games that comedians play might include saying one thing and revealing another; misunderstanding something deliberately for comic effect; exhibiting a correct way of behaving for entirely the wrong context; or something equally different. If that game is played correctly, then the jokes will be unlocked from the subject matter.

The twentieth-century polymath Arthur Koestler thought that laughter is generated as a reward when we associate two things that we don’t usually think of inhabiting the same mental space. Human beings, in effect, create an arc between these two states, or objects, that don’t usually go together and the sense of pleasure generated makes us laugh. Whether it is an absurd juxtaposition or a simple word play, our laughter announces to the world that we ‘get’ this new idea.

It may well be that humour is an adaptive evolutionary trait that humans actively look for. Humour not only indicates a sense of play, it also shows an ability to synthesize new ideas, or to look at problems from new perspectives. The ability to laugh at oneself means that individuals might not take themselves too seriously; it perhaps shows a degree of pragmatism which demonstrates mental flexibility. They say the devil can’t abide laughter; is that because laughter allows liberation?

If you were faced with two equal candidates to be trapped on a desert island with – both are equally industrious, motivated and intelligent – but only one had a sense of humour, which would you prefer?

We all find funny people sexier. It’s an attractive trait in our prospective partners. Who wouldn’t want to share their DNA with someone who can make and take a joke? Why does the phrase ‘good sense of humour’ litter lonely hearts columns? Isn’t it true to say that, no matter how shy we are, we all like to think of ourselves as possessing a keen sense of humour?

Most of our spare time is spent trying to find ways to distract ourselves from the tyranny and tedium of everyday life. Often the cheapest escapes, a night out or an impromptu gathering, can be the best. We characterize these events as ‘a good night out’ or ‘a good laugh’. We may fool ourselves into thinking that the amount of fun we have is in direct relation to the amount of alcohol we drink; but it is my belief that it is the setting that matters. Human beings seek out zones that offer us an opportunity to play. We crave novelty and we love to be told things that we didn’t know, whether it’s scurrilous gossip or where to get the best bargain online. In short, we are a bunch of monkeys who love to tell each other stories.

To have a laugh

The comedian is often a laughter junkie, someone who has learnt to enjoy the sense of pleasure (and power!) in making another person laugh. They may feel they have a facility for it and want to hone their skills in the more abstracted setting of a comedy venue, rather than making people laugh around the water cooler at work.

In essence, while they are on stage a comedian is trying to recreate that sense of joy, or ‘a bloody good party’, that we all experience. There is no difference between entertaining six people in the kitchen at a party, or 60 in a small comedy club, or 6,000 in the Comedy Tent at the Glastonbury Festival. It’s just a matter of degree.

So, in one sense, the comedian is not doing anything out of the ordinary. All human beings share the capacity to be naturally funny.

The comic just decides to take it a stage further and tries to understand the rules of play that make us laugh and free us – if only for a few moments – from the grind of everyday concerns.

What sort of person wants to be a stand-up comedian?

The previous paragraph probably gave the impression that comedians are wonderful noble people who give up their time to make other people happy, or that every comic is some latter day shaman, hell bent on alchemizing the human mind into a better state.

Well, do bear in mind that I’m a working comic who is trying to justify his existence…

The true fact of the matter is that many comics I know (myself included) are doing this for deeply selfish reasons – we enjoy adulation and we relish the opportunity to shout our opinions at a bunch of strangers. Perhaps most comedians share some flaw (or ‘trait’ if you think ‘flaw’ implies fault) that makes us do this as a living.

It does seem to me that comedy, in a sense, is a profession that chooses you, although perhaps the burning desire to do it professionally is really the only qualification that gets you through the door.

What compels a certain type of person to choose this life as a career?

What fuels this desire that comedians have for getting up on stage?

What makes them choose a career without structure or clearly defined goals (other than those that are self-imposed) over the clearly delineated career paths of the modern world?

Is it a cry for attention? Arrested development? Not enough love as a child?

Is it that we feel a burning desire to be a creative artist, but that we are not talented enough to paint or sing or play an instrument?

Is it because comedians are rebels who, sensing that we’ll be dead for an awfully long time, want to spend as much of our lives as possible telling the world exactly what our particular comedic answer to the world’s ills might be?

Will scientists in a few years uncover a funny gene, pinpointing what drove this strange minority of people to play at being fools?

Perhaps the answer is much simpler.

Most comedians, if they are honest, will tell you that nothing can beat the feeling of making other human beings laugh.

That is, I suspect, the real reason why comics will travel across the country or across the globe, knowing that there are probably easier ways to make a living. Certainly, there are jobs that keep more social hours.

On a good night, just as they step up for an encore, a comedian could believe that they have the easiest job in the world.

Sometimes the experience seems to be over all too soon. The nature of performing is that it is entirely ephemeral: unlike a painter or sculptor, there is no physical artefact left behind that we can point to and say: ‘Look, that’s me being funny.’ All a DVD can do is record the event. It is not the actual event itself.

We are only as good as our last gig.

If we keep our wits about us, we can learn from the bad shows and always admit room for improvement after the great gigs.

It’s all part of the learning process, and in comedy there’s always something new to learn.


Introduction

1985

 

I have just smuggled myself out of hospital, where I have been bed-bound, in excruciating agony from rheumatic fever. I am shaking and sweating, leaning on a stick, feeling that I have just made the most stupid mistake of my young life.

 

My destination is the London Comedy Store, where I have been booked to perform five minutes for a BBC Radio Show called ‘Cabaret Upstairs’. I have cancelled every gig in my diary, one by one, from the hospital ward’s public telephone, as I get progressively sicker – but I’m determined not to give up my first radio job.

 

The compère announces my name and I limp on to the stage, trying to fake a normal healthy stride. I deliver my first line and the well-primed audience roll over, like a big puppy dog, with laughter. For the next five minutes I feel brilliant.

1995

 

I’m on stage for the second time that evening, having raced across London to ‘double up’ at another gig. If anything, this audience seems even better than the first one. Probably because it’s later in the evening and they are more warmed up after an interval.

 

I’m half way through a joke when I have a strange feeling of déjà vu. There is an awful sinking feeling that I’m repeating a joke that I’ve just told this crowd. Intellectually, I know that I’m probably remembering the earlier gig, but my gut tells me that I’ll get to the punchline and the audience will give me a look of pity. This feeling is so strong that instead of nailing the gag, I say it as – if – I – am – wading – through – treacle. I avoid the looks of pity, but now the audience are looking at me as if I’m slightly constipated, I resolve to pick up the pace!

2005

 

I’m standing at the back of a smoky, packed Comedy Club in North London. The audience is excited and boisterous. They are waiting to see seven brand new comics taking their first fledgling steps into the gloriously tawdry world of showbiz. What the audience doesn’t know is two have pulled out at the last minute through sheer fear. I am frantically scribbling down a new running order and trying to dragoon two more comics, who just came down to watch, into filling the stage time. I’m standing quite close to the gents’ toilet. If I listen very carefully, I can hear the first act being sick… Ah, the glamour!

I’ve been making a living as a stand-up comic for over 20 years. To be honest, this is the only job I’ve ever known.

The hours are great, 20 minutes a night, three or four evenings a week. The pay is fantastic. I’m my own boss. I never have to set the alarm to avoid the early morning rush hour. I genuinely look forward to going to work and cannot imagine ever wanting to retire. This business has allowed me to perform all over the world, as far west as Colorado and as far east as the Gulf States. It has lead to some really interesting (and, occasionally, strange) jobs in TV and radio. I’ve presented TV game shows too cheesy for words; had tiny parts in several very good sitcoms; supplied the voices for some well-known cartoon characters and, for some bizarre reason, played a computer-generated fish twice for two separate terrestrial television projects. I’ve written for radio, TV, the stage and, occasionally, for magazines. I mention all these things not to brag, but just to point out that none of these experiences would have come my way had I not been a comedian.

To me, stand-up is its own reward. It’s not something you do to become famous (although, it would be nice) or rich (although, again, I wouldn’t complain).

We do this job because on some basic level we need to stand up in front of a bunch of strangers and make them laugh.

Give me 70 or 80 people in a room above a pub, and I’m never happier.

I’ve done big gigs, little gigs, great gigs and scary gigs that have taken years off my life. I’ve been drowned out by bands at the Reading Festival, had a performing epiphany at the Glastonbury Festival and lost thousands of pounds at the Edinburgh Fringe.

What compels a certain type of person to choose this life as a career?

What fuels this desire that comedians have for getting up on stage?

Is it a cry for attention? Arrested development? Not enough love as a child?

Perhaps the answer is much simpler. Most comedians, if they are honest, will tell you that nothing can beat the feeling of making other human beings laugh. That is, I suspect, the real reason why comics spend far too many nights, red-eyed and hunched over the steering wheel, heading for home, fuelled by motorway coffee and chocolate, having entertained a room full of people in some far-flung corner of Britain. The best party in the world would compare poorly to that time in front of the microphone. The finest wines are tame in comparison to the adrenaline rush experienced on stage – plus, you don’t have to worry about a hangover the next morning.

On a good night, just as they step up for an encore, a comedian could believe that they have the easiest job in the world.

Sometimes the show seems to be over all too soon. The nature of performing is that it is entirely ephemeral: unlike a painter or sculptor, there is no physical artefact left behind, that we can point to and say, ‘Look, that’s me being funny.’

We are only as good as our last gig.

If we keep our wits about us, we can learn from the bad shows and always admit room for improvement after the great gigs. It’s all part of the learning process, and in comedy there’s always something new to learn.

So you want to be a stand-up comedian?

Everyone has the ability to be funny.

Over the past five years I’ve had the great pleasure of teaching more than 700 people how to perform stand-up comedy. Almost all of them took part in a final show open to the public. Out of those 700, most had a blast at their very first gig. More importantly, so did the audience. So much so that these new comics got bitten by the bug and (rather like me) became seduced into this lifestyle. A fair number, a year later, liked the lifestyle so much – and were having enough success – that they became professional comedians. You’ve probably seen one or two of them.

I wish I could say that this high success rate is purely down to me being the best teacher in the world, but I think it’s truer to say that the ability to be funny is a natural human trait. We all have the ability to make others laugh, to set strangers at their ease, to play with ideas (often the essence of a joke), and to communicate those ideas to others. If you think about it, there is a great deal of evolutionary sense in breeding these traits into individuals. If you could use humour to defuse a situation, or to bond with the rest of your group, you would probably increase your chances for survival. These people would probably live long enough to breed. The miserable, uncooperative types, lacking imagination, would probably die alone and unloved.

Serves them right. No one loves a whinger.

Chances are the people who could deal with the strangers over the hill and perhaps got along with them long enough to trade with them, stood a better chance of passing their sociable genes on to the next generation.

Obviously, a closer study of human history might show that we are very good at killing each other too, but that subject is covered in my companion volume to this book, provisionally titled Teach Yourself Mass Murder.

What makes people funny?

We all find funny people sexier. It’s an attractive trait in our prospective partners. Why does the phrase ‘good sense of humour’ litter lonely hearts columns? Isn’t it true to say that, no matter how shy we are, we all like to think of ourselves as possessing a keen sense of humour? That’s probably true for you, isn’t it? Even if you’ve never admitted it to anyone else.

Have you ever had that experience at a party where, perhaps fuelled by a glass of wine to loosen your inhibitions, perhaps standing with a number of close friends and newly met acquaintances, you’ve all started to make each other laugh – without even trying? No one is resorting to ‘jokes’, no one is trying to ‘take control’; you are all just chipping in, each adding to the previous person’s comments, generally being really playful and having a laugh. A feeling of well-being washes over you and everyone else. You are having an enormous amount of fun. You feel better than you have done for days. Of course you recognize this experience, because it’s what human beings do. It’s also why people go to comedy clubs, to experience this sense of giddy joy. To have a laugh.

In essence, a comedian is trying to recreate that sense of joy, or ‘a bloody good party’, while they are on stage. There is no difference entertaining six people in the kitchen at a party or 60 in a small comedy club or 6,000 in the Comedy Tent at the Glastonbury Festival. It’s just a matter of degree.

So, let’s entertain the idea that people can be naturally funny.

What makes a stand-up different from other performers?

STAND-UP IS A VERY NAKED MEDIUM: IT’S JUST YOU AND THE AUDIENCE

A comic hasn’t got the luxury of blaming the script or the director or a fellow actor for giving him or her the wrong cue. A comic is alone in front of the paying crowd. Unlike other performing artists, I can’t excuse a prolonged silence from my audience with the notion that ‘I’m really making them think, tonight.’ If I don’t hear the audience laughing with certain regularity, then I know I haven’t done my job.

The fact that there are no barriers between you and the audience makes it a very pure art form. Your relationship is solely with the audience. You are not reciting some lines; you are telling them a story, here and now. You are the author, the director and the actor. If they don’t like you, there is no one else to blame. But if they love you, then the credit is all yours!

THERE IS AN IMMEDIACY TO STAND-UP

If you make an audience laugh, you know you are doing your job. If you make them laugh enough, the people who run clubs have to book you. You begin to build up a reputation.

THE LIFE OF A COMEDIAN IS VERY EMPOWERING

You pick up the phone, you get the gigs, you make people laugh. Word gets around, other people want to book you, so you pick up the phone again, you ring the new numbers people have given you, you get the gigs… and so it goes. There is no boss telling you to work harder or that you’re failing to meet this month’s targets; there is no casting agent suggesting that you are too tall or too short, too old or too fat for the part. It is very difficult to believe critics who tell you that you are not very good, if the whole room is laughing.

The secret of stand-up comedy

The most important thing to remember in a stand-up career is to persevere.

If you keep performing, you will get better.

If you keep performing, you will come up with new ideas.

If you keep at it, people will offer you strange, often lucrative, jobs that you could never have imagined.

You could be the funniest person in the world, but if you never try your ideas out in front of the world, the world will never know.

How to use this book

Treat this book as a big bag of tricks.

All the exercises have been tried and tested by countless people in the past but that doesn’t mean that you have to like them all. Some comedians gravitate towards the word-play games; some prefer the showing-off games. It would be a good idea to try all the exercises at least once, if you can – I can appreciate that some of the group activities may prove difficult if there’s just you or only two or three of you trying out ideas in a workshop-style session. You may find it useful to return to the exercises at least one more time (perhaps after you’ve started performing), just to see how differently you react to them when you have had some performance experience.

As a general point, feel free to return to themes and ideas again and again as you write and perform. You should never feel, ‘Oh well, I covered this subject.’ As we will find out later on, you can always find a new twist to an old subject. Remember Heraclitus’ old adage: ‘A man cannot enter the same river twice, for he is not the same man, nor is it the same river.’ Everything, including ourselves, always changes. The way you write about relationships would not be the same at the beginning of a love affair as it would be if you put pen to paper just after you had been dumped. It would be a lazy comedian indeed who decided that they have exhausted a subject forever.

Write for your own pleasure

While we are on the subject of writing, I would strongly suggest that you get in the habit of writing for yourself. That is to say, write (and perform) what you think is funny, rather than trying to guess what your hypothetical audience wants you to say. All worthwhile comedians talk about what matters to them. That’s what the audience want to hear – your opinion on things. Have confidence that what you have to say on a subject is worth hearing. Your perspective is unique, the audience is desperate to hear your point of view. They know what they think, so tell them something new.

Have fun doing the exercises in this book. If it starts to seem like hard work, take a break. All creativity comes out of play, so don’t treat the time improving your comedy as a prison sentence.

Use the exercises as starting points to create your own games. If you can find an interesting ‘twist’ to the instructions, feel free to give it a go. There are no rules where creativity is concerned, except to say that if an exercise feels like fun when you are doing it and leaves you with a giddy desire to show off what you have just created, then you’ve probably done the right thing, even if it contradicts the rules for the particular exercise. You’re the boss.

Working individually

The










SET YOURSELF A TASK



	write a list of all the kids who bullied you at school, and imagine where they are today (if there were any justice in the world!)

	write down crossword puzzle clues written by a hopeless alcoholic or someone who’s just got divorced

	draw a four-panel cartoon showing the rest of your life

	write a list of your top ten favourite films of all time and why

	write a love poem written by a sanitary engineer or a traffic warden

	write up a list of things never to say to a new partner

	describe the worst Olympic sport (real or made up) and explain why

	list obvious clichés in horror films

	list some really bad ideas for Christmas presents for your family, and why

	write a synopsis of War and Peace in under 50 words

	describe the plot of Macbeth in 20 words, then see if you can cut it down to 10

	recount your worst fashion mistake ever

	list your favourite words, explaining why.




Writer’s block





Working in groups





	No ideas are to be shot down in flames while they are still in development.

	No one person is in charge.

	Try to say, metaphorically at least, ‘yes, and…’ to an idea rather than ‘no’. Saying yes builds on an idea. Saying no is effectively closing off a discussion. ‘What if…’ is a much better premise for a comedian to work with than ‘It could never happen.’

	While general ideas are up for grabs (for instance ‘relationships’ is such a general subject heading as to be almost meaningless), specific ideas based on your attitude or experience belong to you. For example, I have some jokes about a diabetic cat I once looked after. If I had presented these to a group of other comics, and then found the next week they had all come up with their own diabetic cat material, I’d be a little suspicious.






Comedy workshops






Before you go any further…



	Buy a notebook dedicated solely to your comedy. Make sure it is with you at all times!

	Draw up a working schedule. It is probably better to work little and often, rather being unrealistic and deciding to devote massive swathes of the day to writing.

	Don’t beat yourself up if you miss a day here or there.

	Don’t worry about being funny to begin with. Just write about what matters to you.

	Feel free to stop writing if it all seems a bit much like hard work. It should be fun.

	Don’t limit yourself to just words. Employ diagrams, cartoons, bullet points, lists, or advertisements ripped from magazines that you have covered with comments. It is your workbook – you are writing for yourself – not for posterity!

	Find out where your nearest comedy venue is and become a regular patron. Look at the skills (and mistakes!) exhibited by live acts and try not to place too much reliance on watching DVDs of your favourite comics as research.

	Examine your everyday actions and those around you. If something pleases you, write down why; if something annoys you, list all the reasons why.
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