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Humpty Dumpty is going into winter in a really good mood. He had a great fall.






Introduction: So Bad It’s Good
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The only thing better than a good joke is a really, really bad joke.

A good joke is a great, useful thing. There has been endless research done into the positive effects of humour in social connections, improving one’s mood and even helping to boost one’s immune system. Humour is an incredible tool on an individual, collective and even worldwide level. It unites us as humans. You can’t hate someone who is making you laugh.

So a good joke is useful. Think of it like a canoe: a functional item that does a job and gets you from A to B.

There are 700-ish jokes in this book, and a lot of them aren’t any good at all. Some are corny and predictable, some are contrived and difficult, and others are wilfully bad.

But a bad joke brings a whole extra level to the experience. The right kind of bad joke is slightly funny on its own merits, but creates a situation more amusing than itself. The audacity or misguidedness of the teller putting time and energy into something so rubbish, the mismatch between a joyful delivery and a disappointed or angry response … How unfunny a joke is can be hilarious; making a rubbish joke that gets a laugh is much more intellectually complex than a mere funny one. And that’s better.

People groan in agony, sure, but they also moan in ecstasy. They’re basically the same thing! A rule to live by.

So, with a bad joke you get a whole extra element that enhances it: if a joke is a canoe, the badness of a bad joke is a luxurious hot water bottle that makes your canoeing journey warmer and more pleasant.

So it’s bad, absolutely, but it’s also better.

Or, to put it another way, you can have your kayak and heat it too.






What Actually Is a Joke?
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One way of thinking about a joke is as two stories: the one you think you’re being told, and the one you’re actually being told. Take this classic:

[image: A man walks into a bar … Clang!]
Story one is the classic joke scenario of someone entering a licensed establishment. It’s familiar enough that we’re teed up to expect them to say something funny, make an unusual request or see something odd. But instead, we discover story two is happening: it wasn’t the kind of bar you drink at, it was a long metal thing. (Both can lead to blurry vision and memory loss, but in slightly different ways.)

This applies to most jokes – in a knock-knock joke, the word or name which follows ‘Who’s there’ is revealed to be something else with the punchline. It wasn’t ‘Police’, the crime-fighters, it was ‘Police let me in, I need a poo’: an entirely different tale.

A lot of great one- and two-line jokes are pretty much a setup followed by the revelation that what you thought was going on wasn’t going on at all. Take Groucho Marx’s famous ‘One morning I shot an elephant in my pyjamas. How he got into my pyjamas, I’ll never know’. In line one we assume the teller is talking about springing out of bed to gun down an animal (it was a different time), while line two reveals the much more surreal ‘truth’.

Not all do this – sometimes the idea is just to make a point or seem really cool – but most jokes hinge on an unexpected turn or revelation. Anything involving wordplay or homonyms is pretty much the discovery that you actually meant the other type of bear/plaice/bark, or the deeper revelation that a seemingly sensible situation actually exists in service of a cheerfully stupid payoff.

Even outrageously offensive jokes do this. The revelation is not a deft piece of wordplay so much as a taboo-smashing mass of horrendousness, but there’s still an element of surprise: you weren’t expecting it to be this messed up!

But most of the jokes in this book involve some kind of wordplay. Like the time an old lady went into hospital and was surprised to be given, rather than a medical procedure, a lecture about rap. Oh no! It was the other type of ‘hip-hop oration’! Or when you asked a German friend if they’d eaten any sausages today, and they said, ‘Nein’, then clarified that they’d eaten between eight and ten sausages.

Jokes can be used for purposes other than making people laugh – every positive effect of jokes can also be utilized for nasty reasons. This is a horrible misuse of a positive thing, like throwing a bottle of cough medicine at someone’s eye. Jokes can be used as a display of power, the human equivalent of when a baboon bares its teeth then turns around and shows its big, red, torn-up, revolting bottom. The way jokes can strengthen a group can also be used to make it clear to other people that they aren’t part of that group. And there are jokes where, whatever the actual words of the punchline are, the unstated punchline is one of hatred.

Why anyone would choose to use jokes like that when they can use them to bring joy is a subject for a weightier and less fun book than this. Talking of weighty, where do you weigh a whale? At a whale weigh station.






How to Tell a Terrible Joke Brilliantly
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There’s more to making people laugh than just reading a joke out loud. Particularly with longer jokes, there’s a real art to the telling.


Know where you’re going

Nothing is more frustrating than listening to someone stretch out a joke for ages and then absolutely botch the landing. A mangled punchline turns a lot of what you just listened to into wasted time. That’s basically theft. There are short jokes that have to be word-perfect, but even on longer ones, a punchline that relies on wordplay often has to be totally right to work. Try never to be in a situation where the first time you’re experiencing a joke is hearing yourself read it out loud to a crowd. No good can come of that.



Embrace internal logic

A lot of jokes involve some kind of inherently absurd question or situation from the get-go, but these have to be treated as though they make sense for the payoff of a joke to function. Bears don’t walk into bars, but everyone involved in the joke-telling process needs to suspend their disbelief briefly, just enough to go with it. If the absurdity of the whole thing is acknowledged too soon, everything falls apart. Great if you’re doing an artful deconstruction of the joke-telling process, less good if you’re just trying to get to a fun punchline about farting.



Take your time

If you know where a joke is going, it’s easy to feel like everyone does, but if you rattle through it like you’ve got a gun to your head, people are going to struggle to follow what’s going on. Take your time. Leave pauses for information to be digested. You’re telling a story, not running through a set of terms and conditions. The bigger the buildup, the more satisfying the payoff. But also, uniquely to jokes, the bigger the buildup, the more satisfying the absolute and total lack of a payoff.



Restrain yourself

There’s nothing wrong with a bit of effing and jeffing. Swearing is a useful linguistic tool for emphasis and surprise, and when used well is the funniest thing in the world. But both emphasis and surprise need to be used sparingly to be effective. You barely see the shark through most of Jaws. You can’t write a book completely in highlighter. And if the punchline to a joke is a big, rude one, it might be all the funnier if the journey has been pleasant and genteel.



Build, improvise and have fun

With longer jokes, it’s not just about the destination – the journey can be more fun. If you’re telling a joke with multiple characters, perhaps one can have a really stupid, annoying voice. Maybe everything that happens should come with sound effects. One character could have a pointlessly long name that you insist on going through in its entirety every time. If you can feel growing impatience, well, that might just spur you on to drag it all out even more.



Or, just go for it

Sometimes, someone failing to tell a joke is the funniest thing in the world. A kid laughing their head off, unable to get through the first line of a completely rubbish gag because they know what’s coming, is clearly a terrible bit of joke-telling, but it’s absolutely joyous.
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