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Every convenience that we enjoy around us—
the automobile, the dishwasher, the toaster, the
hot comb, and flip-top-lock baggies—began as an
idea. Someone had to think that these things
were possible and then work to make them a real-
ity. Ideas keep the world progressing,

When someone has a funny idea and can put it
on paper, that someone is a comedy writer. It's as-
tounding to think that the wildly warped philoso-
phy and insightful humor of James Thurber and
the charmingly funny characterizations of Neil
Simon were once blank sheets of paper.

Each morning in Hollywood a battalion of bril-
liant writers enter their offices, gulp down their
coffee, and insert glaringly white sheets of paper
into their IBM Selectrics. Then wheels start turn-
ing in their heads. Their fingers begin tippy-tap-
ping at varying rates of speed, and humor
magically appears on the page. Seemingly from
nowhere, words, sentences, and scenes take
shape.

It all begins with the words. They beget scen-
ery, costumes, props, and most of all, glorious
laughter.

We all depend on the writers. The first thing the
performer asks when she shows up for work on
Monday morning is, “Where’'s the script?” With-
out those pages there would be no reason for
showing up at work.

Bob and Ray once did a routine in which they
were supposedly performing in a summer theatre
with a local, non-professional cast. One, as the in-



terviewer, said, “Things seemed a bit ragged on
stage tonight.” His partner replied, “Oh. You're
probably referring to that hour-and-a-half stretch
when nobody said anything.” That's where most
of us would be without writers . . . we wouldn't
say anything.

Qutside of a relatively few classics, there aren'’t
many “golden oldies” in humor. For comedy to
work, it has to be unique. There will always be
room for talented, imaginative new comedy
minds.

If this book is your first endeavor in humor,
hurry up and learn your craft. We need you.

-—Carol Burnett
May, 1982



DECIDING T0
WRITE

What I want to do is make people laugh so they'l
see things seriously.

—William R. Zinnser
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I've had a BALL writing comedy. I've written from my kitchen
table back in Upper Parby, Pennsylvania, from a cocoon-sized
office behind my house in California—even from a plane seat on
the way to England to help write the command performance
show for the twenty-fifth anniversary of Queen Elizabeth'’s coro-
nation.

I've been on vacations with my family where we crammed in a
tiring day of sightseeing—and then while the rest of them slept,
I'shut myself in the bathroom, curled up in the empty tub with
pencil and notepad, and turned out my next day’'s quota of fun-
nies.

I've written some good jokes in some bad places and some bad
jokes in some good places, but I've been delighted with every
minute of it. The one overriding message of this volume is that
comedy writing 1s fun. It’s a capitalized FUN . . . anunderlined
FUN. It's fun in italics, and fun in foreign languages: C'est trés
amusant, es muy divertido, es macht mir Freude.

Now, my wife is going to object when she buys a copy of this
book and reads those opening paragraphs. She has to listen to-
my complaints each evening about recalcitrant associates, ego-
maniacal performers, moronic producers, and asinine execu-
tives. What she doesn't realize is that my complaining about the
business is fun to me—she’s the only one not having a good
time,
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My Comedy Ego and How It Developed

I've exulted in all the stages of my career—good and bad.
When my career first showed signs of progress, { was so delirt-
ous that it wore a bit on my friends and family. | was proud of
hobnobbing with celebrities and never stopped tatking about
my accomplishments. Every conversation was sprinkled with
my latest witticisms.

In short, I was a bore. You'll notice as you read through the
book that I've not been totally cured of this.

While I was in the most critical stage of the disease, | eagerly
anticipated taking my checks from Phyllis Diller to the bank
each Friday. I'd try to lJook my humblest--all the while waiting
for the teller to notice the name on the check.

One lady saw the signature, chuckled a bit, and said, “Phyllis
Diller, huh?” | modestly lowered my eyes and replied, “Yeah.”
Then she called another teller over and showed her the check.
Pride swelled so much in me that it seriously threatened the
buttons on my shirt,

“Is she anything like the real Phyllis Diller?" the teller asked.

“That is the real Phyllis Diller. She's a personal friend of
mine.” (I had talked to her on the phone.)

The lady calmly studied the check and signature with that afr
of expertise instinctive to bank tellers, began stamping the doc-
uments with whatever they stamp documents with and said
firmly, “No, it's not.”

I never did convince her it really was. In fact, she almost had
me believing I was working for a fraud. This incident was not
among the highlights of my career, or even of that particular
day, but since then it has been good for laughs.

Another time my wife and I had a few laughs over an experi-
ence that is almost the flip side of the Phyllis Diller story. We had
been vacationing (please don't think that all comedy writers do
1s vacation} at a California resort and were checking out when
the cashier informed me that I had received a call from Bob
Hope. He asked, "Is this the real Bob Hope?” We assured him
that it was and he offered me a telephone a few feet down the
counter.

While [ was on the phone, another couple came to check in.
The first thing the clerk said to them was, “Have you ever heard
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of Bob Hope?" They were a little confused as to what this had to
do with checking in to a hotel, but said they had. The counter
man moticned toward me with his thumb and said with feigned
matter-of-factness, “He's tatking to him.”

F've even had some recognition that I didn’t merit. Qur writing
staff was nominated for an Emmy one year, so the producer in-
vited me to share his rented limousine for the evening—we
wanted to arrive in style.

The festivities were being held very near my home, so my four
youngsters rode there on their bikes and got right up front be-
hind the police barricades. Qur limousine pulled up to the front,
we stepped out, and my kids and their friends immediately went
wild with screams of delight. Being an incurable ham, I turned
and waved to the adoring throng. Now everyone in the crowd
started screaming. The fact that they didn’t recognize me as a
big star didn't deter them. They figured scream now and ask
questions later.

Onelady, though, turned to my most vocal daughter and said,
“Who is that?” My daughter told her, “My Daddy.”

There’s a flip side to that tale, too. {Are you beginning to no-
tice that all my stories have their own rejoinders?) Once we were
at a rehearsal for a Bob Hope show originating from Palm
Springs. Ex-President Gerald Ford was to attend the gala that
evening, and some Secret Service men were combing the ball-
room with dogs trained tolocate bombs. Hope was on stage with
a handful of script pages, saw me, and shouted. "Hey, Perret.
They keep sniffing out your jokes.”

You may be fearful now that you spent your hard-earned mon-
ey on a book of Gene Perret anecdotes (I warned you that I'm not
completely over my self-aggrandizement phase yet), but I'm just
trying to illustrate and emphasize the laughs I've had with my
career.

That's really the main reason for this book. I've had so much
fun writing humor that I wanted to help other people share
some of that. And you can.

A Universal Form

You may not believe it, but there is a fear of comedy writing.
People feel that it's almost a sacred profession, that the finger of
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the Deity must reach down and anoint their heads before witti-
cisms will germinate.

Nonsense. Comedy is the most universally practiced art form,
As Jimmy Durante said so eloquently, “Everybody wants to get
into de act.”

Humor is universal. Every time your family gets together I'm
sure friendly insult jokes pepper the room. Any time old friends
gather, good humor is an invited guest, too. Everybody does
jokes.

In my rockie year as a television staff writer, the producers
asked the staff to come up with a new line for a guest performer.
Wewere doing a tribute to Las Vegas, and needed a joke between
verses of a song. Ten of us, newcomers and veterans, gathered
in a room to write one joke, We threw ideas from 10a.m. until 1
p.m., without one gag satisfying our collective judgment. When
we broke for lunch, most of us stopped in the CBS men’s room.

There was a nicely dressed youngster of about ten in there
washing his hands. His hair was neatly combed, but one cow-
lick stoed up in the back. I touched the recalcitrant locks and
spoke to his image in the mirror,

“What's this?”

“Oh, that,” he replied. “That’s my personality.”

And he walked out with the swagger of a performer who had
just delivered a gem.

We professionals had just spent thirty man-hours with no re-
sults, and this kid came up with a great ad-lib in a split second.
“Everybody wants to get into de act.”

I'was once the guest of honor at a dinner in my home town. In
attendance was a remarkable former teacher of mine. Remark-
able hecause she was a strong-willed woman of 93 who had nev-
er been married: she taught me in 5th grade and [ must admit
shelooked 93 back then, too. (To her credit, she was the kind of
person you could say that to.) A rumor was floating around the
banquet hall that this lady had specified in her will she was to
have no male pallbearers.

As the guest of honor, [ dared to ask if it were true. She admit-
ted it was. [ asked why. “The bastards never took me out while
was alive,” she declared. “T'll be damned if they'll do it when I'm
dead.”
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You don't get lines funnier than that,

Of course, comedy isn't restricted to the cuteness of the very
young or the very old. Once, when Don Rickles was heckled dur-
Ing his act—which takes not only a sense of humor, but foolhar-
dy courage—Rickles couldn't resist a parting shot to his
antagonist as he was leaving the stage.

“Lady,” he said, “how much do you charge to haunt a house?”

She immediately shot back, “How many rooms?"

Yes, Mr. Durante, everybody does want to get into de act. Hu-
mor is universal.

A Matter of Discipline

Being witty upon occasion, though, or even every day, isn't
the same as turning out enough humor to submit to a magazine
or to a comic. The difference is not so much in the skill as in the
discipline. The discipline can be learned and acquired. As a re-
sult of that training, your basic comedy skills can be refined,

‘When I first wrote for Phyllis Diller, I'd send her two routines a
week, which amounted to about 60 jokes. The {irst time I met
Phyllis after all the phone calls and correspondence, she said,
“You don't write enough.” I immediately set a quota of 90 jokes
per week. It was difficult, and quite a strain for many weeks. To-
day, in contrast, I can come home from a full day of TV writing
and production and, after a relaxed dinner, turn out 120 gags to
be delivered to a freelance client the next morning.

Beginner's Fear

In dealing with beginning writers, the phrase I hear most of-
tenis, “Would you just read over my stuff and tell me whether it's
any good or not?” Now when these people watch TV or go to a
nightclub or read a book, no one has to tell them when to laugh.
They know a good joke as well as anyone else. They know which
material they're proud of and which they're not sure about. The
statement—"Tell me if it's any good or not"—expresses fear of
mixing with the professionals.

People sometimes label themselves as amateurs and the sell-
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ing writers as professionals. That's technically correct, but am-
ateurs don't have to stay amateurs. Good amateurs become
good pros. Many of today's boxing champions are former Olym-
pic medalists—good amateurs. Now they're knocking the blocks
off of the professionals. We in the humor business know this—
some amateur writers out there one day will knock our comedy
blocks off.

One cause of the beginner’s fear is comparing his or her writ-
ing to the best. But nightclub routines and television shows are
the products of many minds. They've been rewritten and pol-
ished many times over. There’s no way that you can sit at your
kitchen table and duplicate that kind of communal expertise,
but the important thing to remember is that you don't have to.

Young comics have come to me and other writers many times
and asked for just one piece of material that will get them a spot
on the Johnny Carson show, catapult them to national promi-
nence, and allow them to set up residence on Easy Street for the
rest of their professional lives. They promise to send the writera
few bucks after they've made it.

If I could write the piece of comedy that would accomplish
that, I'd deliver it myself and build my own abode on Easy Street.
But I can’t do that. My friends can't do that. Neil Simon can’t do
that. Nobody can sit in front of a typewriter and create that piece
of material. Why should a beginner expect to?

Playing the Percentages

To be a good writer, everything you write doesn't have to be
good—just a fair percentage of it. A baseball player doesn’t hand
in his spikes and burn his bat if he doesn't hit a home run each
time he steps to the plate. If he gets a hit just a third of the time,
he can ask for a hefty raise next season. Pretty much the same
percentages apply to comedy writers.

One comic I worked for, along with eight or nine other writers,
had each of us doing 20 to 30 jokes on a given topic. That meant
he'd have available anywhere from 200 to 300 jokes on one top-
{c. And only 15 of those jokes at the most would be included in
his finished monologue.

Occasionally I deliver some of my own material at after-dinner
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speeches. (The checks aren't as large as for writing, but it's nice

once in a while to hear the laughter.) For each topic [ speak on. 1

write 25 to 30 gags. Rewriting, I cut this down to 12 or 15 of the

best. Composing the final speech, I slice even more of the fun-
nijes. After I deliver the talk once or twice, it will be obvious that

certain lines aren't working. From the original 30, six to eight

solid jokes might result. And that's my own brilllant stuff I'm

cutting,

TV shows are rewritten endlessly. If some producers and writ-
ers had their way, they'd make changes even as the show was
being broadcast coast-to-coast.

One incident stands out in my mind. My pariner and I had
written a script for “All in the Family.” The producer of the show
continually called us to come back and submit new ideas so we
could write a second script. When our episode aired, only one
line in the entire half-hour script was one we had written! Qur
script had been completely rewritten, yet they wanted us to
come back and do more,

Another friend of mine scripted a "Pick Van Dyke Show™ and
then went to Arizona to see it taped. His script was rewritten so
completely that when the producer came to him after the taping
and asked that he do another, the writer replied, "I don't have
to. Just use the one 1 gave you in the first place.”

Don't defeat yourself before you get started. If you can write
funny and are willing to learn and apply some of the skills, you
can be a humorist, Every line you write doesn't have to be agem.
There just have to be enough gems there to be worth mining.

Folks who don't write professionally are sure they never will., 1
was in this class—I wrote funny fillers for magazine, but [ con-
vinced myself that [ was really just collecting rejection notices as
a hobby. Then something happened: I got a check for one of my
jokes. My life changed. But before that [ was among those who
have what I call the “I'm not a joke writer" syndrome. Such peo-
ple envision themselves as homemakers, or electricians, or
salespeople. Someore else is always the humorist.

That's baloney. Phyliis Diller buys matertal from folks in every
geographical location, and though [ haven't seen them all, I'd
hazard a guess that they come in all shapes, sizes, and every per-
suasion imaginable.
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Early in my career, after selling regularly to Phyllis Diller and
still gleefully wallowing in my own image of myself as a writer, |
went to see Phyllis appear on the “Mike Douglas Show."” While |
was waiting outside the studio with everyone else in the audi-
ence, a gentleman came up to me and said, “Are you Gene Per-
ret? I told him [ was and he said, "Phyllis wants to see you
before the show goes on.”

After a brief meeting with Phyllts, I talked with the man. Iwas
curious: We had never met before, yet in that mass of people he
came right up to me and asked if I were Perret. [ wanted to know
how he managed that. A bit reluctantly, he told me that Phyllis
asked him to bring me backstage. He asked, “How will I know
who he is?"” Phyllis said, “Just walk along the line, find the guy
that looks least like a comedy writer, and bring him up here.” He
did.

If you have a sense of humor, if things appear funny to you, if
you think you can write—you can.



VES, IT (Al BE
LERRNED

Some of my comedy writing colleagues will chastise me for
authoring this book. They'll argue that you can't teach anyone
to write comedy.

That reminds me of an assignment I had before turning to hu-
mor for a livelihood. Working in the electrical engineering de-
partment of a large corporation. | was slated to computerize the
engineering logic we used. My job was to assembile all our engi-
neering reasoning. organize it, and reduce it to a form that
could be fed into a computer.

The first phase of this investigation was to interview the engi-
neers. The engineers objected.

"You can’t do that,” they insisted. “Too many variables exist
to ever compile what we know for a non-thinking machine.™

“But don’t you go through a series of steps to compile your in-
formation?” I asked.

“Certainly,” they conceded, “but it’s too complex for a com-
puter to understand.”

“But if you could,” | persisted, “how would you go about 1t?"

“The first thing we'd do,” they replied, “wouldbeto . . . “and
then they furnished me all sorts of information. Each engineer
defined for me in detail what he had said was impossible.

We have the same phenomenon here. Professional comedy
writers insist that no one can write professional comedy except
professional comedy writers. Yet their existence contradicts
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their precept. They weren't born comedy writers, so they must

have learned it somehow. Why do they maintain that no one else

can learn it? Well, they know that because they've been writing

comedy now for twenty or twenty-five years. Yet when they boast

of their longevity, theyre implying that during those years,
they've learned about comedy. If comedy can't be learned. how

did they accomplish {t?

This“can't teach” bromide is particularly insidious because it
prevents many talents from developing: “What'’s the point in try-
ing tobecome a writer,” some fledglings say, “if it simply can't be
done?”

Young writers occasionally have asked me to review and cri-
tique their work. Often my first inclination is to say, “This is ter-
rible.” Then I'll review my own writings from twenty-five years
ago and find it was just as bad as the sample I'm reviewing. The
moral is that there is potential there. The writing isn't bad: it’s
Jjust inexperienced. That writer can improve as he or she learns
or is taught.

An Ongoing Process

The truth is, all of us—beginners and veterans—can improve.
We improve by eliminating errors. We learn not to make those
mistakes any more. In this sense, the beginner can learn much
more than the old pro simply because the beginner has more
mistakes to remove,

Over the years, I've learned a few things about humor writing.
Perhaps I've read about it, or learned from listening to more ex-
perienced writers, or discovered through trial and error some of
those things I shouid or shouldn't do. Why can't I tell a less expe-
rienced writer what I've learned? Isn't that teaching? If she lis-
tens, isn't she learning?

You may argue that you can't “teach™ the basic something
that makes a person funny. And while that argument may tech-
nically be true, in practice it just doesn't wash. You can't teach
that innate something that makes an athlete a baseball player. a
football player, or a tennis star, yet every professional team has
high-paid coaches who teach players how to field ground balls,
or how to block, or how to hit an overhead smash. Once you con-
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cede that a person has a certain amount of coordination, you

can teach that person te use that talent more efficiently and

more intelligently. You can't teach a person to be fast or agile,
but a wily old pro can instruct a novice in how to use the speed

and agility he has to get where he wants on the court. The veter-
an has taught; the youngster has learned. We may play with se-
mantics all we want, but certain aspects of humor can be

taught, they can be learned, and each of us can improve.

Another harmful response to this “can’t be taught” cliché is
that if you can’t teach everyone to become another Woody Allen,
why bother with instructions at all? The reason is because hob-
byists, part-timers, and those with a professional career in
mind are all entitled tolearn as much about the business as they
want.

Here's another example. 1've always been a frustrated musi-
cian, and annoyed many a comedy-writing partner with my con-
stant humming or whistling because there'’s always a melody
rolling around in my head. Over the years I've attempted to learn
the harmonica, the ukulele, the banjo, and the guitar. My family
has been extremely patient throughout this ordeal. (They've
been thankful I never tried to master the drums.) I did manage
to acquire some self-taught proficiency with the guitar. but it
was limited. Finally, I decided that if | were going to play the in-
strument, I should leam about it. 1 enrolled in a class on music
theory, and another in playing skills. Music began to lose its
mystery as I learned the logic and the mathematics behind ft,
and my fingers took on dexierity as I was faithful to my practice
assignments,

The storybook end to this anecdote would be that [ now play
with a jazz group on weekends for some inordinate amount of
money. 1 don't. In fact. I still have trouble getting the family to
listen. The important thing is this: I can play reasonably well
and I get hours of relaxation and enjoyment from my guitar
strumming. No one can tell me [ shouldn't have invested time
and money into those lessons simply because [ would never be-
come another Segovia or George Benson.

If the only people who took piano lessons were those who were
assured of becoming virtuosos, the world would be deprived of a
lot of music,
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Teaching Yourself

There is one sense in which we cannot teach a skill: each per-
son must teach him or herself. Let's go back again to our tennis
player and her instructor. The veteran may expound all sorts of
wisdom and knowledge about tennis, but unless the instructee
converts this through practice and application, she will not im-
prove.

There are two types of knowledge: intellectual and practical.
As an example, let’s suppose there was a very intelligent college
professor who decided to learn all he could about swimming. He
studied textbook after textbook on the different sirokes. He
even studied anatorny to learn which muscles should be devel-
oped for swimming proficiency. However, in the course of this
extensive research, our professor never went near water.

Now, let’s create another fictitious character—a young man
who took a job as a lifeguard. He went through the Red Cross
lifeguard certification course, and each day had to swim two
miles for training. During the course of his job. he was involved
in many life-saving ventures under varying conditions.

Now assume that you fell out of a boat and yelled for help.
Which of our two characters would you prefer volunteered to
save you? The professor or the swimmer?

Certainly, the professor had all the intellectual knowledge he
needed about swimming, but he never tested it. He never
learned firsthand about currents and lifesaving techniques.
The second man knew little about the anatomical mechanics of
swimining. He just knew how to do it.

I once heard this referred to as water knowledge and wine
knowledge. Book information is water knowledge, which is
practically useless until converted through application and
practice into wine knowledge.

This is where it becomes obvious that only you can teach
yourself. Only you can feel a crawl stroke that you have been told
about. Only your body can repeat it over and over again until
your muscies learn that movement and make it your own.

The writing faculty is like a muscle. In the practical sense, on-
Iy you can teach yourself to write. The only way youcando this is
by writing, writing, and more writing,
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Taken individually, practical knowledge is much more benefi-
cial than book knowledge. Book knowledge is almost useless
until it’s backed up with practical knowledge. Practical knowl-
edge, though, even if it's somewhat inaccurate, is always valu-
able. if you give a person who wants tolearn a racquet and a can
of tennis balls and have him play tennis for two hours every sin-
gle day for two years, at the end of that time he's going tobe a
fairly representative tennis player. He may hit the ball incorrect-
ly, but he will have learned how to hit it effectively. He will cer-
tainly play a better game than a gentleman who read about
tennis for two hours each day for two years.

Obviously, the ideal is a combination of both: some water
knowledge backed up with wine knowledge. Learn what to do
and how to do it—and then go out and do it.



THE SKILLS
VOU°LL NEED

When [ was teaching a course in comedy writing, a student
told me analyzing comedy was like dissecting a frog: “You may
learn a little bit about it, but the poor creature dies in the proc-
ess.” That may be the way some readers are feeling at this
point. . . .“Enough abotit comedy. When are we going to write
some?”

I honestly sympathize with you because I know the feeling
well. The tendency when given a comedy assignment is to just
sit down and crank out the funnies: that's what we're paid for,
that's what's fun.

Prepare! Prepare!

Having been faced with many difficult assignments with dis-
tressingly pressing deadlines, I've learned one thing: get them
done quickly so that I can get back to relaxing. Naturally, [ want
to do them well so that I still have a job next week to pay for my
relaxing.

I've also learned through experience that the quickest and
easiest way to complete an assignment well is not to rush head-
Jong into it, but to spend some time preparing. it makes the job
easier and the end results better.

That's why we're taking a chapter to discuss the skills neces-
sary for comedy writing, so you'll be aware of them and can prac-
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tice and develop them.

Let me use music again as an example. I've already told you
how took some courses to learn about music in general and the
guitar in specific. Undeniably. it was tedious learning scales,
then chord formations. At first, none of it seemed to have any re-
lationship; it wasn't helping me play the guitar.

But with patience, study, and diligent practice, it all came to-
gether. [ foundI could play more and varied pieces. I could ad-lib
or improvise with my instrument. [ was playing music. Some-
how the frog had lived.

You will find the same as you study and practice your comedy
skills. No one thought or idea will hit you and change your work
in a single instant, but gradually, almost unwittingly, you will
absorb what you learn and it will become part of your writing
arsenal.

Fortunately, one important difference in practicing writing
skills and practicing musical or athletic dexterity is that the
writing exercises are fun along the way. There are no scales to
master in comedy.

Let’s discuss some of the skills that you will need for your writ-
ing. When we get to Part Two we'll actually write—I promise.

A Sense of Humor

Perhaps it's a little silly to list this as one of the skills. It's like all
of us stiting in a guitar class that we paid 8120 to take, each
with a 8600 guitar on his knee, and the teacher starting out by
saying, “How many of you like to play the guitar?”

Obviously, you have a sense of humor or you wouldn't have
been attracted to this book. However, we might learn abit about
comedy, and about ourselves, by studying the sense of humor
for a page or two.

I define a sense of humor as the following three abilities:

a) to see things as they are

b) to recognize things as they are

¢) to accept things as they are
Let me use a rather grim example—one totally separated from
the world of humor—to explain this concept further.

Last year, 1 discovered [ had cardiovascular problems and had
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heart by-pass surgery. The operation was completely success-
ful, the problem has been solved, and I'm hitting the tennis ball

as badly as ever. Nevertheless, the chain of events serves to illus-
trate the difference between seeing, recognizing, and accepting

realify.

My first symptoms were grouchiness and fatigue. I never no-
ticed them until close friends pointed them out to me. [ didn't
see things as they were.

After being told the facts, and finally admitting that they were
true, I tried to explain them away. I was tired because I was
working too hard, or I was a bit out of shape. I was grouchy sim-
ply because other people were cbnoxious. I didn't recognize
things as they were.

Finally, | had tests that confirmed there was a problem requir-
ing surgery. At this point I did accept things as they were. It
wasn't easy though. The inclination was to say, “I'll eat better,
I} exercise more, I'll behave myself and the problem will go
away.”

That helps to explain the difference between seeing, recogniz-
ing, and accepting, but what does that have to do with a sense of
humor? Just as I would never have been cured if I hadn't ful-
filled all three steps, so we all fall to see humor in any topic if we
don’t satisfy all three.

Let me use myself again as an example. Along with thickening
arterial walls, I'm also afflicted with thinning hair. Can I be kid-
ded about this? I hope so because my children are relentless in
their attack. Let me tell you a story that combines the two mala-
dies, and which shows the value of comedy.

I've confessed that [ was already a grouch, but on finding out
about the necessary surgery | was also depressed and expert at
feeling sorry for myself—not a lot of laughs to be around. To
compound my suffering, 1 was given medication that had to be
taped to my body. I complained to my family that it was a terrible
inconvenience because my body is fairly covered with hair and
there was no place I could affix the medicine. My daughter said,
“Why don’t you put it on top of your head?

That may sound like a cruel line, but it was a loving quip that
snapped us all out of our melancholy and got us laughing again.
It restored my sense of humor because I could see, recognize,
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and finally accept the reality of my illness.

To get back to fllustrating the sense of humeor, when would |
not be able to accept jokes about balding? First of all if  weren't
aware of it. Many people begin thinning at the back of the crown
and don't even know it’s happening. If you joke about losing
their hair to these folks, they lock at you as if you're crazy.

Second, if they fail to recognize they are losing their hair. [
was convinced for years that by combing my hair a different
way, no one would notice a few strands had departed. If anyone
had joked about it during those years. I would have been offend-
ed rather than amused because it would have been proof that
my ploy wasn't working.

Third, some of us fail to accept it, and jokes about our balding
pates are not well received at all.

It’s espectially important to be aware of these three abilities in
speaking to audiences, because not all audiences have a sense
of humor about all topics. You must know what they see, recog-
nize, and accept before kidding them.

Humor and Well-being

Completely aside from comedy writing, developing a sense of
humor will help your weli-being. How do you develop a sense of
humor? Just by being aware of the three abilities it comprises.
Many times you will be in situations that test your patience: if
you can learn to see, recognize, and accept reality, it will be
much easier on your nervous system.

Here in Los Angeles we are sometimes trapped on the world's
longest parking lots, the freeways. Once you're caught in slow-
or non-moving traffic, it's hard not to see it. However, it's some-
times hard to recognize it. We say to ourselves. “Maybe it's just
an accident and will clear up in a few more blocks.” The real opti-
mist says to himself, “Maybe the lane I'm in will start moving
faster.” There's the other guy we all know and love who figures,
“If 1 just blow my horn, the whole problem will be settled.”

Then we tend not to accept it. We torture ourselves by saying
things like, *I was going to go the other route, but thought this
would be faster,” or “I should have left work a bit earlier.”
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The reality is that you didn’t do either. You see, recognize and
accept that you are in a traffic fam, you set your radio to a pleas-
ant station, and you relax until traffic progresses again. (Or do
what [ do . . . blow your horn.)

The Ability to Analyze and Prepare

There are two general thought processes involved in writing a
joke. The first is rapid, and almost unnoticeable. It consists of
rolling different ideas through your brain and instantaneously
analyzing them for any relevant connection with another
thought.

In general, a joke comprises two distinct ideas that come to-
gether to form one. Think of a few of your favorite one-liners and
you'll discover that there are two thoughts there. Sometimes
these thoughts are strikingly similar; other {imes they are intri-
guingly opposite. Sometimes they are totally nonsensical and
other times simply ironic. But 99 percent of jokes are two ideas
tied together in a funny way.

In forming the joke, your mind begins with one idea, then
with computer-like speed generates and appraises other ideas
for a humorous connection with the original. When it strikes
that deliciously witty combination, the joke pops out of your
head,

Since our minds are so active, that combination can happen
by accident. That's why anyone can write a joke.

However, writers can't depend on accidents or coincidences.
That's why the second thought process is so impertant, It is
slow and methodical. It is simply a method of preparing the
mind to go through the first process.

All jokes are generated by the first process, the rapid assess-
ment of ideas rolling through your brain. However, it stands to
reason that the more thoughts you can get rolling the better se-
lection you will have, consequently the more jokes youll gener-
ate and the better they will be,

These two thought processes are similar to the way your mind
functions in playing a game of Scrabble. You have seven letters
arranged in no particular order in front of you. You struggle to
get the word with the highest point value. You mentally rear-
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range the letters and pass judgment on the arrangements. Your
mind rejects W-E-L-B as a non-word, but BLEW pops into your
mind as acceptable. The more ways you can rearrange those let-
ters, the better selection of possible words you have. When that
high-scoring word finally peps into your mind, it feels as though
it literally came from nowhere.

As a humorist, you will want to be able to thoroughly dissect a
topic and prepare a list of relationships before getting around to
the actual joke creation.

The Ability to Correlate Ideas

As part of analyzing and preparing, the writer will want to find
words, phrases, events, people, facts. things and symbolisms
that are either similar or opposite to the main topic.

It’s not unlike the faculty you use in doing crossword puzzles.
When given one word, you mentally search for all other words
that have a relationship to the clue until your mind presents you
with the right one.

The Ability to See Non-Standard Meanings

A good humorist must learn to go beyond the obvious. When
you see a picture, aword, or a phrase, you are aware that ithasa
standard meaning. With a little bit of effort, however, you can
create another meaning for it. Often, that other meaning will
lead to the joke you are looking for.

For instance, a man in a tuxedo is a man in a tuxedo, but he
can also be a penguin. A man in a white dinner jacket can also
be a Good Humor man, or a doctor,

1 did a joke for Bob Hope about how much tape professional
football players wear. He said,

"My wife watched the game on televiston and said,
‘These players can't be too old. Some of them haven't
been unwrapped yet.' ”

This device works equally well for words as for visualizations.
Groucho Marx was a master at finding an alternate meaning in
a word or phrase. In one movie he said,
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“Last evening I shot a lion in my pajamas. How he ev-
er got in my pajamas, I'll never know.”

Anocther old joke also {llustrates this point: “Can you tell me
how long cows should be milked?” You expect an answer relat-
Ing to time: five or ten minutes, The comic reply is, “Thesameas
short ones.” A different meaning was found for the question.

The Ability to Scan Ideas

You probably have noticed that most of these skills run togeth-
er. The comedy writer must utilize all of them at the same time
when he sits to compose his jokes,

The ability to scan ideas is one of the most important, though,
because it basically is the gag-writing process. The writer ana-
lyzes and lists all her correlations to a given topic, but to write
she has to roll all these ideas through her head one by one until
she hits a joke. Generally, she starts with what she wants to say,
then scans her brain searching for that perfect second idea to
form a funny line.

Eventually, a writer learns to do this mentally, but 1 recom-
mend that the newcomer actually write out these lists to help
stimulate the funny bone.

The Ability to Visualize

This is a mental skill that will produce many jokes. If you ana-
lyze some of your favorite gags, you'll notice that many are funny

because they conjure up a ridiculous image. I once did a joke for

Phyllis Diller's mother-in-law routine that fell into the “she’s so

fat that . . . .” category. It read:

“My mother-in-law is so large, one day she wore a
gray dress and an admiral boarded her.”

The imagery here is that the woman locked like a battleship.
The joke evolved as I let my mind wander into exaggerated vi-
sions of her size. I pictured a whale, abuilding, a truck. atank.a
battleship, and hundreds of other weird things.

As a comedy composer you take the realistic image in your
mind and distort or exaggerate it out of all proportion to see
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what funny images you can visualize. Then you find the right
words for the new image.

A Facility with Words

All of our comedy is expressed in words, so naturally it behooves
the writer to be proficient with them. Some of our gags even de-
pend entirely on the words. [ once did a gag for a woman who
worked with a starlet known for being well endowed. The come-
dienne looked at the bosomy lady and said, "I feel sorry for her.
She’s a hunch front.”

The writer has to develop an ear for words and phrases, even
compiling a list of some of the trendier ones so that they can be
used in joke writing,

On one Christmas show, someone asked Bob Hope how he
stayed so young-looking. He replied, I use industrial-strength
Oil of Olay.” That combined twe popular commercial phrases of
the day into a good joke.

The Ability to Pick up Comedy Rhythm

This skill islargely inbred. You hear rules like the comedy rule of
three, and putting the punchline close to the end of the joke,
and that words with K" in them are funny. All these rules apply,
but the rhythm and timing of a joke are mostly individual, and
we're not going to make any attempts to teach it in this book.

I have seen five comedy writers argue for hours over the pre-
cise wording of a particular joke. No one was right and no one
was wrong: it's an individual judgment.

Dori't be frightened away by all these seemingly complicated
skills that are required for comedy writing. Most of them are in-
herent in anyone with a sense of humor. Chapter 8 contains ex-
ercises that work on different aspects of gag writing, and well go
through each aspect in detail. You'll find that all these tech-
niques come easily. (At least more easily than I've explained
them.)

They are listed here mostly for your information. We're dis-
secting that poor frog again.



I once attended a writer's workshop where the main speaker
was Charles Schultz, creator of the comie sirip PEANUTS. Dur-
ing his talk, Mr. Schuitz mentioned that Snoopy, the preco-
cious beagle in the strip, was a frustrated author. Though he
worked at his craft seriously and with foolhardy optimism,
Snoopy, Mr. Schultz conceded, had not and would never sell any
of his writings.

A questioner from the audience then stated that many of us
attending were like the pen-and-ink beagle. We might never
make aliterary sale either. Did Mr. Schultz. she asked, have any
words of encouragement for these people?

I recall feeling some sympathy for Schuliz when the question
was asked because he and the audience had been referring to
Snoopy and frustrated authors in a spirit of fun; now this query
turned it all into a heavy and rather depressing topic.

But Schultz never faltered. "I certainly do.” he said. “The re-
ward is in the doing.”

The Rewards of an Avocation

I've always believed that we need an escape from the stressful,
results-oriented world where we make our living. Now there’s
nothing wrong with results, and there's certainly nothing
harmful about earning our daily bread: the problem is that the
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two of them are sc dependent on each other. It's refreshing to
struggle with some challenge and never really be worried about
the results, since it's not a matter of economic survival.

As you've probably guessed by now, one of my hobbies is ten-
nis. | take it sericusly. I've had my share of lessons and on the
court I play hard to win. But if I'm beaten (and occasionally I am
beaten even though [ cheat as much as [ can) it's not catastroph-
fc. Having lost a close match takes no food from my table, nor
does it hurt my career. Naturally, I dislike losing, but the after-
effects are mild; I've lost nothing but a tennis game.

The other side of this coin is that it’s nice once in awhile to
earn alittle bread that you didn’t expect. A hobby can do that for
you, too.

I don't play tennis for money—if I did, I wouldn't make any—
but I did make money with my hobby of writing comedy. In fact,
when people ask how I got started in the bustiness, I tell them
that it was a hobby that get out of hand. People embark upen a
career in comedy writing the same way a person enters into a life
of sin. First you try it for the fun of it, then you begin entertain-
ing a few close friends, then you say, “What the hell, I might as
well make a buck at it.”

That may be an irreverent way of stating it, but it serves as no-
tice that your hobby could very well lead to a part-time business
or perhaps a full-time career. We'll discuss those in the following
chapters.

1 found, though, that when my hobby became a profession, I
still needed some diversion, and tennis and the guitar came to
my rescue. . ,

We all need some activity where the reward is in the doing. We
need some pleasurable pastime where we can charge full speed
ahead and “damn the results.”

Humor writing can fill that need. It's certainly convenient.
You don't have to buy a kit. You need no expensive equipment.
In fact, all you need is a pen and a blank sheet of paper. It fits in-
to anyone's schedule because there's no time-consuming prepa-
ration necessary. nor any clean-up afterwards. You can write on
a bus, during your lunch break, while shaving—almost any
time you have a free moment or two.

My children once cajoled me into taking them across town to
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see a Marx Brothers movie. They had been enthused about it for
some time, but just as we were leaving, I got a call from one of my
clients to do some monologue material. Unfortunately, the ma-
terial had to be ready inan hour. When the youngsters heard the
news, they went into a tantrum and berated me for reneging on
a promise. I did feel guilty—but some ingenuity saved the day
and my parental reputation.

The theatre was a good 45-minute drive from our house, so [
1ssued each of my four children a notepad and pencil. The oldest
one was to copy down the first joke I recited, the next in age was
tojot down my second witticism, and so on. As [ drove I dictated
my gags and they recorded them. We arrived at the movie house,
bought our popcorn, settled in our seats—then they watched
the film while I collected the notebooks and called the routine in
to my unsuspecting client. A fair percentage of the gags worked,
the Marx Brothers were hilarious, the children were delighted,
and I was a good Daddy.

1 classify this incident in the hobby area because by the time 1
paid for the theatre tickets, the gas, and then treated everyone
to dinner afterwards, | made ne profit on the deal. It does show,
though, that comedy can be created under any conditions. You
can't top that for convenfence. Imagine the confusion if I had
tried to complete a crossword puzzle or knit a sweater while
navigating the Los Angeles freeway.

Humor writing is a provocative, entertaining and exciting
hobby because it employs many different skills. As we saw in
Chapter 2, it requires a facility with words, visualization, mem-
ory recall, and a touch of psychology. It's demanding and chal-
lenging.

Humor is also a fun hobby. You know how entertaining it is to
listen to a smart comic. It’s that much more invigorating to cre-
ate the humor yourself,

It can be fun on a shared basis too. When I worked in an engi-
neering office, a group of us used to devise humor projects. One
that { recall was a variation of “the Great Carsoni” that Johnny
Carson does. Steve Allen did a similar routine as the “"Answer
Man.” Each of us submitted a few standard phrases, quota-
tions, or sayings that had been in the news. These were some-
thing like, “a hole in one,” or “have a Coke and smile.”
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Then each of us would spend the rest of the week, working
during lunch hour, during our free time at home—or perhaps
when we should have been doing engineering—creating funny
questions that might have generated those replies, like:

“When Robert Ford met the James Brothers,
what did he leave?” (. . . a hole in one.)

“What will two dollars get you today
at the local bordello?” {a Coke and
a smile.)

You can see that a bit of competitive enjoyment is thus added
to the hobby. You not only have the fun of making humor but
delighting in what other people have created too. In Chapter 8
we'll discuss writing exercises, some of which can be converted
to group projects.

Humor can also be of actual practical use. People love comedy,
especially when it's personalized. Years ago, Don Rickles used to
display his unique comedy style in a Los Angeles nightclub: He
attacked ringsiders with the same comic viciousness that he
does today. Celebrities who came to catch his act were not ex-
empt from his tirades—in fact, for them his assaults took on
added fervor. Consequently, more and more celebrities showed
up at ringside: they wanted to hear what the irreverent Rickles
would say about them.

I discovered firsthand how much people love to be kidded
when I first began in comedy. My writing got me abit of areputa-
tion and I was asked to be master of ceremonies at bangquets, [
always wrote comedy material specifically about the guest of
honor. After the ceremonies, he or she usually asked for a copy
of the monologue as a memento. Eventually, 1 began putting a
nicely typed copy into a binder as my gift to the honoree.

Your humorous writing can create many treasured gifts. Your
own ingenuity will provide an endless supply of innovative
ideas, but here are a few that I've enjoyed.

I've written monologues for and about family and friends, and
put together bound collections of humor, cartoons, and original
one-liners for special occasions litke showers, birthdays. or an-
niversaries, composing personalized captions for family photo
albums or collections of old movie photos or monster pictures to
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be made into a friend’s life story. I've made funny, perscnalized
greeting cards and individualized cartoons that are drawn large
enough for framing,.

There's no end to the ideas that can be conceived for using
comedy. As we said in the beginning of this chapter, though-—or
as Charles Schultz said—the reward Is in the doing, And that re-
ward is much multiplied when you share it with others.

Awriting associate of mine always championed this cause. He
told his children not to spend money for expensive gifts for him,
He preferred that they put a little bit of themselves into their
gifts and present him things that they made . . . things like
we've discussed here. One evening his children threw a birthday
party and presented him with a large gift-wrapped package. As
he opened it, he noticed that it was a bit warm. His kids had giv-
en him his dinner, still in the pot it was cooked in. True to hisre-
quest, they gave him a gift they had “made.”



With all due respect to the “reward is in the doing” quote,
Charles Schultz is living proof that there’s nothing wrong with
getting a bit of remuneration for your efforts. Creating humor is
fun—but so 1s golng shopping with the checks you receive in
return,

The value of money doesn’t have to be touted by this author,
but I can teil you that there’s a fringe benefit in being compen-
sated for your writing: a check is one of the greatest inspirations
to teamn up with your typewriter again. It's a driving force that
keeps you writing. Friends and acquaintances may say you're
funny and laugh hysterically at your creations, but when you
get something you can take to the supermarket, you krnow
you're a writer.

Comedy writing can be an excellent second income. You can
work at home, at your own convenience, and you can pretty
much be your own boss.

1 began writing in 1959 and it took me almost ten years to
break into television and the “big time.” During that decade of
apprenticeship, I made enocugh money to justify the time and ef-
fort I put into my writing: my income from writing ranged from
§1,500 to $10,000 per year. Today those figures could probably
be doubled.

The important thing is that | maintained a steady job during
all this time, and didn’t overtax my leisure. My moonlight in-
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come was almost all profit, too. because comedy-writing over-
head is minimal. A typewriter, some blank pages (not blank for
long. we hope), a bit for postage, maybe an extra phone call now
and then, and that's about it.

The marketing possibilities for comedy skills on a part-time
basis are practically limitless. It's largely dependent on your
own ingenuity and enterprise. Here are two stories [ take great
delight in to this day.

During my apprenticeship, I wrote several humor columns
for newspapers. These consisted of 12 jokes on a local topic. |
wrote them in the morning—notepad on the countertop—as 1
shaved before going to work. I'm still proud of the fact that each
morning [ made ten bucks while I shaved. (Teday I have a full
beard so you know I either can't land another newspaper col-
umn or I'm independently wealthy.)

In time, though, I became frustrated that my career wasn't
proceeding as quickly as I would have liked. I wanted to take a
correspondence course in comedy writing, but the cost was pro-
hibitive. So I contacted a local comic, told him my plans, and
sold him the rights to all my homework from the writing course.
He got material rather cheaply-—and 1 got to learn a little bit
more about comedy.

Humor is in demand in every community. You'll be able to
find the need and fill it where you live right now. Foltlowing are
just a few suggestions that might stimulate your thinking,

Magazines

Many magazines solicit fillers and short humor pieces of vary-
ing descriptions. Changing Times runs a page of topical jokes
and Reader’s Digest runs short jokes on more general topics,

My first check came from a Sunday supplement magazine
and paid me §5, but there was an added bonus: on the cover of
this particular issue was a photo of my idol, Bob Hope, along
with a story about his greatest golf jokes. (So I bend the truth a
little bit and say that the first time [ appeared in print, | shared
the billing with Bob Hope.)

A handy reference guide for filler writing—in fact, for most
writing—is Writer's Market, published annually by Writer's Di-
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gest Books. In it you'll get a complete list of publications that
need short humor, what style they prefer, and what price they.
pay.

Making a concerted effort to sell to this market requires alittle
extra time because some bookkeeping is necessary. You want to
know just who you sent your material to and if it has been re-
turnied or not. That way you can resubmit some of the gags to
other magazines.

Writer's magazines, like Writer's Digest and The Writer, also
publish books on writing. Here, you can find how-to books on
writing short humeor pieces and fillers for magazines. Theyll go
into much more detail than we can in this volume,

Over and above filler and short humor, most magazines pub-
lish humorous essays or features, either in every issue or when-
ever a funny piece comes in. Editors love genuinely funny
pieces, but rarely can get enough of them. Again, check Writer's
Market.

Humor Services

Comedy newsletters offer jokes, one-liners, and quips to people
who need a steady supply of humor. These publications carry 4
to 8 pages of gags, a good number of which are purchased from
freelancers. The newsletters may pay a little less than most mag-
azines, but they buy more material, sc your sales may increase.

The best-known newsletter is probably Bob Orben's Current
Comedy, 1200 N. Nash Street, # 1122, Arlington VA 22200.
There are others, though, like Marty Ragaway's “Funny, Funny
World.” You can find these newsletters in a good market list.

Enterprising writers who've got some experience and aren‘t
afraid of writing a lot of material can even begin their own come-
dy newsletters. Many people need an inexpensive source of com-
edy material. If you can write enough, and can find subscribers,
go to it.

Greeting Cards

No doubt you've noticed over the years the trend has been away
from sentimental and toward impertinent greeting cards. Con-
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sequently, there is a demand for inventive witticisms from alt
such card manufacturers.

Here again, I suggest a good book to learn the basics of this -
sort of writing and marketing. Check the backlists of publishers
who specialize in books about writing. Also, Writer's Market is
again invaluable for up-to-date marketing information.

Cartoonists

Being blessed with artistic skills doesn’t always mean someone
1s also blessed with comedic talent. Most cartoonists are looking
for a supply of comedy to illustrate. _

The same two principles apply: a good book on fundamentals
found through writers’ magazines, and a comprehensive mar-
ket list.

Newspaper Columns

You have an advantage over such talents as Erma Bombeck and
Art Buchwald in that you can localize your humor. Some local
newspapers are willing to pay for comedy dealing with the spe-
cifics of their community.

Here you may do a little speculative work writing a few col-
umns that deal with local headlines, and presenting them to
editors,

I have done several columns of this type and have always
found them to be very popular, for two reasons. First of all, peo-
ple love comedy, especially in the midst of all the negative news
on the front page. Second, they enjoy a few clever comments
about their home town—things no national columnist could be
aware of,

Try the suburban weeklies and other small papers, which are
much easier to crack than the metropolitan dailies. You can al-
ways work up.

Radio and TV Personalities

Disc jockeys and local television personalities have a lot of air
space to fill. They're desperately in need of comedy material.
Most of them subscribe to one or more of the comedy services,
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but again, you have an advantage: you can write on nattonal
topics, but you can also do material that only locals will know
and appreciate.

Here the best approach is a letter of introduction with a sam-
ple of the sort of material you can write. If the personalities are
Impressed with your skill, they’ll get in touch, and both of you
can take it from there.

Many of these personalities do as much worlk off the air as
they do on. Their marquee value gets them many local speaking
engagements. Theyll need material for most of these appear-
ances, t00. (See how easy 1t is!)

Professional Speakers

A whole subculture exists that many of us know nothing about:
the professional speaking circuit. These are people who deliver
lectures on technical subjects, motivation, salesmanship or are
simply humorists who entertain at banquets. Almost all of them
are searching for a good supply of wit because even the technical
and the motivational speakers find that some humor is re-
quired to keep an audience awake and listening.

Many of these people belong to the National Speakers Associa-
tion, P.O. Box 6296, Phoenix, AZ 85005.

Dottie Walters, a fine professional speaker, publishes a news-
letter entitled Sharing Ideas among Professional Speakers. It
keeps us all informed on the latest activities and projects of
most professional speakers. For information on her publica-
tion, write to Royal CBS Publishing, 600 W. Foothill Boulevard,
Glendora, CA 91740.

To bring writers and speakers together, I recently began my
own educational newsletter, which includes how-to articles, in-
terviews with top humorists and writers, and a showcase of
writers’ material. It's called Gene Perret's Round Table, P.O.
Box 13, King of Prussia, PA 19406.

Executives

Management is discovering that a dash of wit in a presentation
helps listeners not only to listen but to retain what they've
heard. Consequently, business executives are searching for
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consultants to add a bit of flair to their speeches.

It’s difficult to solicit work in this area, but oftentimes the ex-
ecs will find you. Your local reputation will precede you, and
they’ll come for help.

While 1 was serving my comedy apprenticeship and holding
down a full-time job at the same time, the executives at our plant
often asked for help writing some business presentation. This
might be a difficult area to crack, but it's worth notmg and pos-
sibly exploring.

Your Own Speaking

People hunger for the lighter touch—especially people who are
constantly subjected to heavy, technical dissertations. The pro-
gram chairman of every organization forages each year for one
or two speakers who can introduce fun into the proceedings.

This is actually how my career as a writer began—as a speak-
er. People who had heard about my “custom-tailored” comedy
hired me as an after-dinner speaker for business meetings.
That led to other people hearing about my comedy and offering
to buy it. Eventually, writing became more lucrative than speak-
ing and 1 devoted full time to the typewriter.

Now I've begun doing some speaking again and have discov-
ered an interesting phenomenon: people who won't pay for
speakers will pay for humorists. The reasen many organiza-
tions don't normally pay for speakers is because they can get
their fill. Local service clubs usually don't have to reimburse lec-
turers for their weekly or monthly meetings, because bu-
sinesses will gladly provide spokesmen as a community service
or for the promotional return. However, if the organization can
find a good humnorist who'll lighten up their meetings occasion-
ally, they'll offer a fee.

There are other aveniues for a writer who can also function as
a humorist or an emcee. Every bowling, softball, and bridge
league has an awards banquet sometime during the year.
Leagues avoid hiring professional comics for these things be-
cause they generally don't have the funds, but you can step in
there for a smaller fee, one they can afford.

Speaking, as I've said before and will probably say many more
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times before the final pages of this book. is excellent training for
a comedy writer. Writing for others, you're tempted to just do
adequate material and let the comic suffer through it. When
you're up there on your own, though, you learn what good and
bad material can do for or against you. You appreciate the need
for quality material. You learn what the speaker has to endure
when the material is only “good enough.”

Local Comics

Almost every area has its own “Mr. (or Ms.) Comedy.” Larger cit-
ies may have several comics vying for the title. These people
need material as much as David Brenner or Joan Rivers does—
maybe more.

Selling to them is beneficial for two reasons. First of all, you
get a check. Second, you get a chance to learn by studying audi-
ence reaction. That's almost as good as being up there deliver-
ing the lines yourself.

With local comics, you can travel to their appearances with
them and study the audience as they perform. With nattonal
comics you can't always afford that luxury; you get your feed-
back secondhand,

Some of my writing in the early years was for local comics and
people who worked at their trade on weekends only, With one
gentleman | drew up a contract to receive a weekly stipend in ex-
change for a set amount of gags. With another comedian. Iwrote
a setamount of material. but received a percentage of his fee for
each performance.

National Comics

It is quite possible to sell to many big name performers without
ever leaving your home town. [ wrote for Phyllis Diller for many
months before I ever met her. Most of our dealings were by mail
and phone.

Most of the national comics buy from freelance writers. Phy-
Llis Diller is famous for buying material from housewives across
thenation; she selects the jokes she wants to keep and pays a set
fee for each gag. Joan Rivers has purchased routines this way.
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Rodney Dangerfield also looks at freelance material.

None of these people are listed in a writer's market list: you
have to discover them on your own. The weekly Varlety lists the
appearances of many well-known comics. If you keep track of
them through the pages of Variety. you may be able to contact
them by mail or phone at the club where theyre appearing.
You'llbe surprised to find that most comedians will at least look
at material. They need it so badly they're not likely to pass up a
potential source of comedy.

Television

Ilist this here as a caution only. It's very difficult for a part-time
writer who doesn't live in New York or Hollywood to sell material
to network television.

Television matertal changes almost hourly. You may sell a sto-
1y idea in the morning and be called to a meeting in the after-
noon to get notes on the “new™” story line. Then you'llwrite it and
present it to the producers, and it will be changed as you sit
there. After the final draft is written, it will be changed again.
and will constantly undergo modifications even until—and
while—they're taping tt.

It’s difficult to do this sort of work by mail. It's almost impossi-
ble to do it with five or six writers in the room—but through the
postal services, forget it.

Even story ideas or series ideas are not easily sold from a dis-
tance. Television executives buy names rather than stories or
ideas. Ninety-nine percent of these ideas are purchased from es-
tablished writers: the reputation is being bought in the hope
that a workable idea will follow.

So until your reputation is more firmly established, ] suggest
you forget network television and concentrate on more accessi-
ble markets.

Local Television and Cable
Not all television today originates with the networks. Every-

thing that's a drawback for a local writer who wants to work for
network television becomes an asset in writing for locally pro-
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duced shows, especially for local cable franchises.

You can tailor your own market list of local TV shows. Watch
them, note those you feel you can write for, and contact the pro-
ducers or the stars through the station.

Your Hobby Expertise

In the Iast chapter we discussed gift ideas based on humor writ-
ing, Other people may enjoy these items and want them for
friends. You might pick up a few second income dollars doing
photo albums or writing personalized monologues about people
you don't even know.

These are only some of the ways you can enjoy your comedy
writing habit and generate a supplemental income at the same
time. Probably you've already got several variations on these or

entirely new schemes running through your head. Explore
them.

How Much Is It Worth?

Wemay be getting alittle ahead of curselves here, but youmay
be wondering how much to charge for all these services. In many
cases—such as for magazine fillers, humor services, greeting
cards, and cartoonists—the fee is predetermined. In other in-
stances, the fee structure is personal. Charge enough to make it
worth your while to do it.

A danger here is that beginning writers may read about how
much money an established writer makes, then try to set their
fees comparably. You must realize that we all lie about the mon-
ey we make and the rates we charge. (I would be a happy and
comfortable man today if I made as much as I told my friends I
did.) Besides, those writers have built their way to that fee.

It's better to charge less than you think is fair, to gain experi-
ence and collect another credit. Each time you sell comedy you
establish more credibility—which means your services will be
worth more in the future. Should you begin too high, vou may
net have a comedy-writing future,

Be fair to yourself, but not unreasonable. Eventually you will
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get so much work that you will have to be selective, and then you
can accept only those assignments that pay the highest return.
For an Emmy-cast tribute to writers, I was asked to write a
pithy phrase that explained what a good joke was. I submitted
this:
“A good joke is a series of words that ends in a check.”



Ed Simmons, a Hollywood producer and writer, used to be a
baby photographer. As he tells it, *I spent my days eliciting
laughter from toddlers. After a few years, 1 became power-
crazed. Getting one baby to laugh wasn't enough. [ started to
concentrate on twins, then graduated to triplets, and by the
time I was exclusively into quadruplets, the short supply sent
me into bankruptcy. Then television came into being and [ luck-
ily rode in on the first wave.”

That’s a whimsical bit of underplay. Mr. Simmons was indeed
a baby photographer, but--along with a partner—he worked
evenings writing song parodies. Success in this endeavor lead
to writing for some well-known nightclub comics. When the
young TV industry was looking for writers who weren't jaded by
years of radio writing, one producer turned to Ed and his part-
ner. This led to a string of credits dating from those early years
to the present, credits that included Dean Martin and Jerry
Lewis, Danny Thomas, Eddie Cantor, Martha Raye, George Go-
bel, Red Skelton, and the show where Ed was my boss for five
years, “The Carol Burnett Show.”

The progression from baby photographer to head writer and
producer of major televiston shows sounds bizarre, but it really
isn’t. Each writer in Hollywood has his or her own strange tale of
transition to comedy writing. | was an electrical engineer before
being invited into television. I've met doctors and lawyers who
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abandoned their practices to make it in show business. There is
no one road that leads to professional comedy writing, but there
is also no place from which you can't get there.

1 opened this chapter with Ed Simmons’s story, though, be-
cause many readers question the practicality of beginning a ca-
reer as a professional humor writer. Is it possible? Is it easy?
How long will it take? Mr. Simmons recently consented to doing
an interview for Round Table, our comedy-writing newsletter.
He was asked this question: “Can you give our readers some
idea of how accessible TV 1s to new writers? Is the door open?
Are new writers needed or wanted?” He replied, “On the down
side, TV is not accessible to new writers, the door is closed and
new writers are neither needed or wanted. On the up side, every
year dozens of new writers break through.”

A comedy writing career is always possible: whether it is easy
or not requires a qualified answer. It cannot be accomplished
without a great deal of effort, perseverance, and diligent study.
In that sense, it isn't easy. But if you're willing {o put in the nee-
essary apprenticeship and keep at it, it's almost impossible to
fail. In that sense, it's easy.

I equate it to learning a musical instrument. When [ see a per-
son playing a plano, my mind tells me that it's impossible, all at
the same time, to see musical notes scribbled on paper, make
sense of them, translate them into physical movements, and
then have ten digits make those varied moves simultaneously—
all of this, oftentimes, while singing. It's so complicated that tt
would seem to be an unattainable skill. Yet anyone with profes-
sional lessons and devoted practice canlearn to play apiano. Ii's
not a gift given to a select few: anyone can play a piano. How well
you play it depends on how much time you're willing to put into
your education and your practice,

Working on variety shows, I meet many of the top musicians
in the country. I've asked them how much time they devote to
practicing. Even after they are accomplished professional musi-
clans, they sometimes practice up to six to eight hours a day to
become better musicians.

Idon’t tell you this to scare any fledgling writers away from a
career, because musicianship is much more difficult than writ-
ing; it's a much more exact skill. You have to hit the right notes
at the right time . . . if you can't, you can't play with a group.
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Writing doesn’t require that sort of precision. Also, writing
doesn’'t demand physical dexterity as music does. But writing
does illustrate the different meanings of "easy.” If you are willing
to work, learn, and stick with it a writing career can be easy. If
you are not, a writing career may be almost impossible.

The Luck Factor

Many talented people—not only writers—are tempted to use
“luck™ as an excuse for not embarking on a new career.,

“Oh, 1 couldn't make it as a comedy writer. You have to be
lucky to do that.™

“Oh sure, she made it, but that's because she got lucky.”

Let’s look at two professional comedy writers who are both
temporarily out of work. Writer A keeps calling his agent to find
him some kind of work because he has to pay the bills. Writer B
pesters her agent, too, but while she’s on a forced hiatus, she
creates and outlines twenty-six ideas for situation comedies,

Finally A does get a job and commands a nice salary. B sells
one of her pilot ideas, it's a hit, and she becomes a millionaire.
Now Writer A sits in his office and moans, “Oh sure, Writer B is
on Easy Street now because she got lucky.”

Luck is something that happens after the fact. [t didn't cause
Writer B's success. If none of these shows had sold, chances are
B would have created more shows, then more, untit one of them
sold-—and then that moment would have been termed “lucky.”

One of the great rags-to-riches stories of our time is Sylvester
Stallone’s quick rise 1o fame with his screenplay Rocky. How
lucky can you get? But Stallone tells us that he wrote nine or ten
screenplays on speculation before he sold Rocky. That's not
Iuck, That's dedication.

We create our own good fortune. Don't use luck as an excuse
to avoid the challenge, and don't depend on it for your success.
Substitute confidence and diligence instead—and then let Writ-
er A complain about how “lucky” you got.

Why New Writers Break In

The popular conception is that comedy writing is a “closed”
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profession: no newcomers are needed or welcome. That just
isn't true. The door to a writing career is not standing wide
open, but it is ajar.

Even if those of us already in the field wanted to make writing
an exclusive fraternity, we couldn't do it for the following
reasons.

Comedy Is Popular

Humor is a commeodity in constant demand because it is tre-
mendously popular. If you study most fields of entertainment,
you'll discover that comedy is the big money-maker. Good come-
dy is what's wanted most in the movie industry, in television, in
books, and in nightclubs (even singers are doing comedy lines).
The public’s appetite for comedy is so voracious that no fixed
group of writers could ever satisfy it. We will always need more
and more suppliers to meet the demand.

Comedy Changes Constantly

At one time, most comedians were the stand-up variety like
Jack Benny. Then Lenny Bruce introduced a new and unique
style. Bill Cosby does yet a different kind of comedy routine, and
now Steve Martin has created a new craze.

Not all of us can write varying forms of comedy. I remember
that when we were doing “The Carol Burneit Show,"” the writers
of “Saturday Night Live" were quoted as saying that we were
tired old writers who couldn't deliver fresh comedy any more
{(even though three of our staff were in their twenties). It was an
interesting competition, because during my five years on the
Burnett show, our staff collected three Emmies and the “Satur-
day Night Live” staff collected two. Their premise is valid,
though. Every new style of comedy demands new writers who
specialize in {t.

Music, again, is a perfect analogy for comedy. It changes con-
stantly—drastically in recent times. When hard rock was intro-
duced, established musicians didn't convert: the new form
brought with it an entire new generation of musicians.

The same happens with humor. Modern alterations in style
open the door for a new breed of comedy writer.
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Comedy Is Not Recyclable

Start telling a joke and people will hold up their hands and say.
“I heard it.” No one enjoys a comic story they've already heard.
But no one does that to a singer. When Sinatra starts crooning,
“I get no kick from champagne,” no one in the audience says,
“Don't sing that song. We've already heard it.”

Comedy material is used up at an alarming rate. Once it's on
the airwaves, it's gone. In fact, not only specific jokes and prem-
ises are lost, but other jokes that are too similar. Once I was
writing a sitcom segment that had to do with a minstrel show.
We had to change our storyline because Archie Bunker was do-
ing an “All in the Family” episode in which he appeared in black-
face.

With the enormous demand that all entertainment forms cre-
ate, and since humor can’t be re-used too soon or even copied
too closely, fertile new comedy minds are always wanted to fill
the bill.

A Constant Supply of Comedy Is Needed

Because you can't recycle comedy. people who buy it always
need a fresh source. Comics, television hosts, and other comedy
consumers work constantly yet can't use the same material, so
they need someone who can always bring them fresh ideas. This
creates a tremendous need for comedy minds.

Humor is the lifeblood that keeps careers alive. Entertainers
can never be satisfied with what they have because in a short
time it will be gone. They can only relax when they know there is
an inexhaustible supply of neatly typed gags sliding under the
office door. That's why we always need a steady influx of new
comedy minds into the field.

Good Writers Move On

One of the most difficult problems of staffing a television show
is finding good writers. This is not to say that competent writers
aren't in Hollywood; they are. However, they progress so rapidly
that when you want them, they've aiready been assigned some-
where else.
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Writers advance to script consultants and story editors. Even-
tually they become producers and executive producers. This
movement upward creates a vacuum that has to be filled with
new talent.

New Writers Are Desirable

For comedy to be anything at all, it has to be fresh, enthusiastic,
and exciting. Those are the qualities that new writers are in-
fused with. Veteran writers are eminently competent, but
(much as I hate to admit it) sometimes competence isn't
enough. It has to be combined with flair—something unique,
something different, something daring.

In all fairness, you sometimes pay a price for the individuality
of eager young writers; sometimes their friskiness has to be
tempered with the wisdom of the veterans. The Natlonal Foot-
ball League would be a shambiles if we allowed the players to run
things. The coaches’ know-how and discipline are necessary—
yet what a sad team you would field if it comprised only 40- and
50-year-old coaches.

There'sroom in comedy for both dependable pros and zealous
newcomers.

Begin Where You Are

We menticned earlier that each successful writer has tried his
or her own peculiar road to professionalism. Your story will be
asdistinctive and remarkable as each one of these. They all have
one common feature, though: each began small.

Having writing heroes like Erma Bombeck or Woody Allen is
commendable, but the beginner has to be careful not to try to
parallel their success from the start. Today's name writers be-
gan with unlimited potential and no successes. Gradually. they
converted their potential to fulfillment.

You must begin your career right where you are. I've often
heard people say that they were going to iry to come to Holly-
wood to “make it.” That's fine, because that’s probably where
most television writers do make it. But they begin “making it"
in their own home town.
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Hollywood or New York Is the ultimate goal for most writers,
but you should establish a solid foundation in your craft before
attacking either town. Arriving there too soon can be hazard-
ous. It is much safer to have an extensive background and then
extend it further to Hollywood or New York. rather than come to
the big city as a raw beginner and risk being rejected completely.
Many would-be successes never recover from that first rejection.

I had written for Phyllis Diller for several months, via tele-
phone and mail, before I met her when she was appearing at the
Latin Casino in Cherry Hill, New Jersey. I visited with her back-
stage between shows and the first thing she said to me was,
*You're my best writer.” I was thrilled and flattered and tried to
capitalize on it: 1 said, "Then how come I'm not in Holliywood?”
She answered, "Because you're not ready yet.”

I never appreciated Phyllis's wisdom until I arrived in Holly-
wood. Naturally, my rookie year coincided with the first year of
many other writers, and [ could see the difference: those of us
who had served an apprenticeship adapted more readily to the
rigors of the weekly television deadline. We may not have been
great writers, but we could alter our styles as we learned what
TV needed. Many of those first-year writers with less back-
ground than I had haven't survived in television.

In an interview in the pages of Round Table, we asked Phyllis
Diller what the biggest piece of advice she could give to young
writers would be. She said, “Start right where you are. You offer
to do it for nothing at first; you get paid a little if you can. But
you have to prove yourself right where you are. Work banquets,
send lines or monologues to local TV hosts, try to send out mate-
rial regularly. Some say you have to go to Hollywood or New York
to get into the business: I say, a trip around the world starts
with the frst step, and the first step can only be taken in one
spot—where you're standing right now.”

In constructing your comedy writing career, you must build
on small successes and transform them into larger ones. As
Phyllis Diller advised, do free assignments for awhile. If you do
well at these, you'll eventually be able to charge for them. That's
taking one success and building it into a bigger one. I've already
told you how I began doing master of ceremony chores where i
worked. This was great training, though I received no salary for
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it. But it also provided excellent exposure. because people in the

audience organized different functions outside the company.
They had seen my work, and hired me—at a small fee—to enter-
tain outside, too.

Almost every assignment, performed well, can multiply into
other asstgnments. You'll also discover that the marquee value
increases as you go along. That is to say, you might write for alo-
cal comic, then a not-tog-well-known national comic, then a
well-known comic, then perhaps television or the movies. The
name value of the people you work for will increase the assign-
ments you get—and the price you can command,

In beginning a professional comedy career, all the markets we
mentioned in the previous chapter on part-time writing apply.
The difference between a second-income career and a full-
fledged pro career is simply a matter of degree. Some people de-
cide that they are putting enough time and effort into their
writing and are satisfied with the returns. But a would-be pro-
fessional has to continue to grow.

In Part Three of this book we will discuss how to market your
skills to build a professional career. The first step, though, is to
know that it can be accomplished. Your efforts would be fruit-
less—and practically impossible to undertake—if you didn't
think you could make it. The second step is to get to work and
do it.

Again I offer a word of cautfon. Developing your skills may
take much energy and certainly some time. A successful career
requires, along with determination and toll, a bit of patience
and understanding. Patience because you must allow time for
your apprenticeship, and understanding because you must re-
alize that even after you perfect your craft and become supreme-
ly accomplished, it will take time for buyers to realize that. You
must not only become proficient, but you must prove te others
that you are. Both take time.

The Way I Did It

It took me nine years from the time I committed to a writing
career until | became a full-time professional. Simply to serve as
an example, I'll iist my progress here. My path is longer or short-
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er or otherwise different from that of other writers. Besides,
there is no guarantee that the routes I took were most correct or

most efficient. My narrative isn't included as your unalterable

roadmap to success, but simply so you can see what someone

else experienced—and perhaps know what you might encoun-
ter on your journey.

I thought I had the skills necessary for comedy and wanted to
tryit. I had no contacts or education in the field, but determined
to give it a try anyway. My thinking was that it would be better to
try and fail than to spend my later years saying, “I wish | had
tried that when I was younger.”

I began by taping all of Bob Hope's television monoclogues,
then typing them out, studying them, and trying to duplicate
the joke forms and styles with different topics. (Years later,
when I got a call from Bob Hope to do some material for his Acad-
emy Awards performance, I wrote about 300 jokes; he used 10 of
thern on the telecast. When we talked later he said, “Your mate-
rial looked like you'd been writing for me all your life.” I said,
*Bob, I have, only you didn't know about it.”)

Magazines seemed an easy way to make a bit of money, so 1 be-
gan sending short filler jokes to several of them. With a lot of
bockkeeping effort and some postage | could sell about $20 of
comedy a month.

Simply as a comedy writing exercise, [ captioned a book of ba-
by pictures about the office where l worked. This led to my being
Invited to emcee several twenty-fifth anniversary and retire-
ment parties, This was both speaking and writing tratning, but
it had another fringe benefit: it was great exposure.

Someone who knew a local comedian mentioned to him that1
was funny. He called and asked me to write some material for
him. The material never sold, but he recommended me to a local
television host who wanted a wrifer for his daytime show and a
ghost writer for a humorous newspaper column. I did both, but
again, never sold them. However, a visiting comic saw my mate-
rial and my letterhead on the TV host’s desk and called me to
write for him. That led to a fairly lucrative contract that ran for
six years.

During this time I was also visiting every nightclub in the
Philadelphia area, calling on comics with copies of my most re-
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cent and brilliant gags. I made a few sales but mostly learned to
cope with rejection. (The list of comedians who've turned me
down is much longer than the ones who've hired me, but the
ones who hired me paid more,)

Finally, I connected with and impressed Phyllis Diller. She
prompted me to write more and better material. Eventually, she
starred in a network TV show and hired me to do the mono-
logues. This introduced me into television—and then one job
led to the next.

It started small, It started in my home town. It progressed
gradually. It was fun all along the way, and it was an education
that served me well when 1 reached Hollywood.

Your journey is ahead of you, but the groundwork must be
laid now. I envy you because it should be exciting and it should
be fun.

Part One of this book was to help you overcome that first great
obstacle . . . that little something inside you that whispers “I
can't write.” Yes you can. You know you have a sense of humor,
and perseverance if you have managed to listen to me for this
long.

Move on with me to Part Two where we'll convert your poten-
tial to product. As we say in the profession, “We'll put tt on
paper.”






PART TWO

BUILDING
YOUR SHILLS

If the desire to write is not accompanied by actual
writing, then the desire is not to write.
~—Hugh Prather



WRITE, READ,
AND LISTEN

In Part Two of this book, you will take over as auther. You will
do much of the writing. It's guaranteed to be more fun than lis-
tening to me.

However, I can't let you rush to your typewriters and dismiss
me that easiiy—yet. Allow me one more chapter to yap at you be-
fore unleashing all that pent-up creativity.

Before going any further, we should both understand our
roles in this volume. This is definitely a “how-to” book. but it's
not the complete, definitive, solitary bible on comedy. It has
suggestions for beginning your comedy writing and some hints
for sharpening your-comedy skills, but the genius must come
from you.

Comedy is such a subjective art that no one can or should
have all the answers. If anyone ever did. comedy would nolonger
exist. To be anything at all, humor must be fresh and ever-
changing, innovative and inventive. For your comedy to be
bright it has to have a touch of you in there—certainly not
all me. '

A sign in the “Carol Burnett Show™ producer’s office read,
“There are few good judges of comedy. And they don't agree.”
One day we had a serious discussion about that sign: some of
the writers wanted to change it to read, “And we don’t agree.”
That’s how subjective comedy is.
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And Now a Word from the Author

I hope the material in this book will help each reader. Howev-
er, don't permit anything in here to stifle your creativity or your
particular brand of zaniness. This volume doesn't have all the
answers, simply a few of the things I've tearned, from doing com-
edy and from listening to others do comedy. But the tips are
available to help you get started and learn on your own.

This book is like the faint outlines on needlework patterns:
it’s there as a guide to get you started. The real artistry appears
when you provide the stitchery.

Orbetteryet . . . thebookislike ablasting cap. It will provide
aspark; the explosion will come when you start generating your
own comedy. .

The lessons and the exercises in these pages are very funda-
mental. I wanted the book to be a step-by-step progression so
that any reader, whether acquainted with comedy writing or
not, could pick it up, follow it through, and be turning out hu-
mor with professional potential by the back cover.

At the same time, for the more experienced humorist, it can
serve as a refresher course and reminder of the fundamentals of
good comedy technique. Professionat golfers sometimes have to
remind themselves to keep their heads down or their wrists
firm. Writers may also get a bit lax on good basic technique occa-
sionally.

A good percentage of these pages is devoted to joke or gag writ-
Ing and monologues. That's because I feel that comedy is based
on jokes, the basic building blocks of humor. If you compiled a
list of television’s most successful comedy writers you'd find
that most of them served an apprenticeship as gag writers. Nor-
man Lear began by doing song parodies for nightclub comics,
then wrote nightclub material for Martin and Lewis, Martha
Raye, and others. Larry Gelbart did one-liners for Bob Hope. Ed
Weinberger, who did the “Mary Tyler Moore Show” and now
“Taxi,” was a writer for Jochnny Carson and Hope. Woody Allen’s
delightfully bizarre movies evolved from his experience as a gag
writer for newspaper columnists—and, of course, later the ma-
terial for his own stand-up comedy.

Idon’t mean to imply that stand-up, one-line routines are the
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only or even the best form of comedy. However. theydoserveasa
superb apprenticeship for all other varieties of comedy.

Picture yourself buying a racket, a can of tennis balls, a cute
little dress, and walking out to a tennis pro and saying, “I want
to be an attacking player. I'd like to hit the ball crosscourt most
of the time, then close in to the net for the putaway shot.” He'd
say, "Fine, we'll work a few weeks on the backhand, then a cou-
ple weeks on the forehand, practice your volleys, your overhead,
then work on your serve.” You can't formulate any strategy until
you get the basic strokes down. Then youlll discover your
strengths and your faults—and your preferences. From that
you'll be able to design your strategic game plan.

The same principles apply in music, dancing—almost any
learning process. That's why we'll be devoting most of our time
to the simpler humor forms, although we will discuss other
writing after learning the “strokes.”

This bock can only be your third best teacher of comedy. The
first two will always be your own writing, and reading and lis-
tening to other humorists.

The Best Way to Learn

Lillian Hellman once made a statement that may apply to
much of this book. She said, “If I had to give young writers ad-
vice, I'd say don't listen to writers talking about writing.”

On “The Carol Burnett Show™ we once had a takeoff sketch on
the popular show, “Kung Fu,” in which Harvey Korman played
the wise priest. He would expound long, complicated, almost
unintelligible philosophical gibberish to his students and then
always follow with, “Of course, that's only a theory.” That's what
you ought to remember when you listen to writers talking about
writing: it's only a theory. The only real education you get is the
practical one of writing and listening for audience response.

Some readers may be shy about sitting before a blank sheet of
paper and turning out humor. They ask, “Should I write if [
don't feel I'm ready?” Certainly. That's how you get ready.

How many people would be playing golf today if they refused to
pick up a club until they knew they could shoot in the low 80s? If
no one were willing to be a clumsy beginner, tennis courts
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would be deserted. No one would ever learn to play a musical in-
strument. You learn by doing—in fact, it’s the only way to learn.

In working with newcomers, the best advice I can give (and
the advice that is least followed) is to set a rigid quota and then
stick to it. There's no need to make the quota unreasonably de-
manding; that sort of bravado only makes it easier to abandon.
Make it simple on yourself. Start with three jokes a day or ten
jokes a week, but be faithful to it.

Doing your own writing consistently and religiously will help
in the following ways.

Improvement by Repetition

Remember our novice tennis player who played tennis for an
hour every day? At the end of the year he won't be Bjorn Borg, or
a tournament player, or even a real good club player, but he will
be hitting the ball well. Even if he hits the ball wrong, he will be
hitting it wrong consistently and with some confidence. I've
played against unorthodox tennis players who do everything
wrong except win. Repetition has to beget improvement.

Obviously, the optimum course is the combination of study
with practice. With that mixture you improve correcily. Howev-
er, study or training with no practical application is virtually
worthless.

Gaining Confidence

“Having written” is the greatest proof that you can write again.
Each time you do an exercise or assignment, you'lldo one or two
little things that delight you. You may not be entirely happy with
the results but there will be a few gems in there to thrill you.

Going back to my favorite game, tennis, will help explain this
point. I've played with folks who were having particularly bad
days, but when they hit a rare good shot they'd say, “Ah, that
shot made it worth getting up early.” It's those brilliant mo-
ments that convince you you can do it.

As you work on your writing, you'll be faced with exercises or
assignments that initially seem impossible. Yet youw'll persevere
and complete them, and the next thne you face an "impossible”
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assignment it won't seem nearly as threatening, because you
know you've completed similar ones before.

Many times I'm assigned to write jokes on topics that simply
aren't funny, or I'm faced with deadiines that are unmeetable.
But because I've faced those seemingly insurmountable odds
before—and conquered them—{ set my schedule, turn on my
typewriter, and complete the chore.

Learning Strengths and Weaknesses

Hanging in my office is a cartoon from the Sunday papers that I
had framed. It tells a beautiful story about writers. The cartoon
strip is MacNelly's “Shee.” The first four blocks of the strip pic-
ture an owl (the Professor) seated at a typewriter, struggling to
come up with an idea. The balloon above his head, though, is
blank each time. Then, in the fifth frame, he strikes a great
thought. In the balloon over his head is a glorious, ornate letter
“A.” Inspired with this stroke of genius, he taps his typewriter,
looks at what he has just written—and it's just a simple, type-
written letter “A.” In the final frame he crumples up the paper
and goes back to his empty thinking,

I'keep this in my office to remind me that sometimes there's a
tremendous gap between what we conceive and what we exe-
cute. It's easy to say, "I want to write the greatest love song of all
time.” It's difficult to deliver.

All writers discover thelr inadequacies sooner or later. Wil-
liam Saroyan said, *You write a hit play the same way you write a
flop.” Perhaps Robert Benchley best expressed this realization
when he said, “It took me fifteen years to discover that I had no
talent for writing, but I couldn’t give it up because by that time |
was too famous.”

There will be certain types of writing you do very well. and
some you have to struggle to complete. Some of your work will be
excellent, some adequate. Only by writing and trying different
types of composition can you learn which is for you and which
isn't.

You'll also learn which you prefer and which you'd rather not
be bothered with. You'll learn which skills youll have to practice
more to improve,
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Developing New Skills

As you write faithfully, you will discover and experiment with
new talents, Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “Good writing is a kind
of skating which carries off the performer where he would
not go.”

For all these reasons, as a form of training and discipline |
once determined to write a full screenplay. Good. bad. or indif-
ferent, i vowed to complete a full story and 120 pages of dia-
logue. I was prepared for extremely tedious work.

But 1 discovered a fascinating phenomenon: I got into my
work and was enthralled by the characters. I couldn't wait to get
to the typewriter each morning to find out what they'd do and
say. I found out that I loved dialogue writing.

Other writers detest doing dialogue. But only by trying it do
you discover whether you like it or not.

The Second Best Way

Listening and reading is the second best practice for a comedy
writer because it is almost effortless learning. I've already men-
ttoned how I taped and typed out Bob Hope’s monologues, stu-
dying them for form and style. But I listened to a lot of other
comics too, and I read as much comedy and about comedy as i
could. You absorb something from all this contact.

We absorb more than we're aware of from contact with the
greats. Don Rickles is a very dynamic and very funny performer.,
I'm amazed at how much [ see of him in so many other perform-
ers. If you ask if they're copying Rickles they deny it, and they're
being truthful: they don't even realize they've adopted his style.

Listening to other humorists and reading comedy will help
you learn in the following ways.

Learn What Does and Doesn't Work

There is only one good judge of comedy and that is the audience.
All the rest of us are merely guessing.

I have written jokes that I've absolutely loved. I'd sit in the au-
dience hardly able to contain my anticipation until the comic
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got to my treasured joke. Then when he'd deliver it, it would get
nothing. I'd convince him to try it again—again nothing. I'd
work with the comic on the delivery. He'd incorporate my sug-
gestions—and be greeted with stony silence again. We'd give it
one more shot for good measure, and then I'd have to admit that
it was a great joke, but nobody loved it but me.

Other times the audience responds to a simple joke with big
laughs. Neither the comic nor I can explain it, but we enjoy it.

Watching other performers work and noting what sort of re-
sponse they get will clue you in to the pitfalls of certain types of
humor. The audience will always be the master of the comedy,
but you'll learn to become one of the good guessers.

Joke Forms

Net too long ago Bob Hope called me to do some material about
Ronald Reagan once being a liberal Democrat. He said, “There
should be something funny about that, you know . . . Ronald
Reagan as a liberal Democrat. That's like (fill in the blanks).”
That’s a joke form.

Joke forms come in handy when you're trying to turn out a lot
of material because the form itself stimulates the mind. It goads
you into filling in the blanks.

Each comedian has his own collection of these. Johnny Car-
son has "It was so cold today that . . . " With Bob Hope we do
definitions: “You all know what the trickle-down theory is,
that's (fill in the blanks).” We do new meanings for initials.
“With the new season going the way it is, NBC stands for (fill in
the blanks).”

You'll absorb many of these simply by hearing other comedi-
ans, and they will serve you well in the future.

New Topics and Slants

A writer for Johnny Carson'’s *Tonight Show" told me that one
of the most difftcult parts of the assignment isn't the actual
writing, but getting new topics each day. The work is relentless
because it’s five days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. Writing isn’t
always tough—but finding out what to write about can be.
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Listening and reading will give you a whole new catalog of top-
ies. You'll discover what humorists are talking about and what
audiences are responding to.

You will also learn from other comics how to give a standard
topic a fresh slant. By a slant, I mean the way you approach the
humor in a given topic. For instance, while President Reagan
was recovering from the assassination attempt, we were asked
to do some comedy material about it. Now that's a very touchy
subject: you don’t want to say anything that might be consid-
ered in bad taste. So the first question is, how do you address
such a topic? What slant do you use? Some writers spoke about
how physically uncomfortable it must be for a President tobe in
the hospital.

"Ronald Reagan doesn't like it in the
hospital. It's hard to take jelly beans
intravenously.”

Other writers kidded about the jokes the President cracked
while he was hospitalized.

“Ronald Reagan has been doing nothing
but telling jokes. The theory is that
the bullet passed through Henny Youngman.”

There is any number of slants or approaches you can taketoa
given topic, so it pays to learn as many asyou can. It willnot only
help you on the particular topic, but ¢an help you find an ap-
proach for topics that you may have to work on later.

Different Styles

The one thing that sets good comics apart from bad or mediocre
ones is that good comics have a definite style—a definable char-
acter, Bill Cosby has some hilarious lines in his act. Alan King
can’t use them, Bill Cosby can't use any of King's material. { just
selected these names randomly, but the same principle applies
to almost any top-notch comics. Their material isn't inter-
changeable because their styles and characters are unique.
Style and characterization are a larger part of comedy than
most people realize. When I write for various comedians, | auto-
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matically adopt their speech patterns. When I worked for Jim
Nabors [ threw alot of “gollies” around the dinner table. I spenta
year with Bill Cosby and walked around the house doing his par-
ticular rhythms of speech. I worked for Carol Burnett for five
years and started dressing like her. (That’s all been worked out,
and thankfully, I'm down to doing it only on weekends now.)

It will serve you well to become acquainted with as many dif-
ferent styles as you can.

How to Blend Styles

By exposing yourself to varied styles. you will begin subcon-
sciously—or consciously—to adopt some of them. You'll start
with a bit of George Carlin, a sprinkling of Rodney Dangerfield,
a dash of Joannie Rivers, with some Steve Martin for flavor.
You'll begin to fashion a new style—your own.

There's nothing wrong with borrowing from the greats. Every
comic you see has a touch of some great comic in him. Johnny
Carson admits that Jack Benny influenced his style. Woody Al-
len: did a movie for the Film Society that shows how much his
movie characterization was influenced by Bob Hope.

My wife, my mother-in-law, and my wife’s grandmother all
make spaghetti sauce from the same recipe. All of them are deli-
clous and all of them are different. Why? Because each one puts
a bit of her own personality into the recipe.

By being aware of different styles, you'll learn all the ingredi-
ents you can use in your own unique comedic recipe.

Inspiration

Listening to other humorists can be a stimulus to get you to
your typewriter. When I was a youngster, I'd watch my brother
play high school football on Sunday afternoons. The first thing1
wanted to do when I got home was get a bunch of guys and play
two-hand touch. Watching that much football made me want to
get out and play. So, when you see or read some excellent come-
dy, it might inspire you to try the same,

The big-time comics can add something intangible to your
work, too. They instill something in you that makes you work
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better and harder. One of the Hope writers told me that when he
hits a writer’s block and can't think of anything funny, he puts
on a tape of an earlier Bob Hope monologue, listens for a while,
and goes back to the typewriter with renewed vigor.

Now, as [ promised at the beginning of this chapter, we're go-

Ing to get you writing. Find some blank paper, a pencil. and turn
the page.



(OMEDY
WRITING
ERERIISES

In Chapter 3 we discussed several comedy-writing skills.
Many of these, though, involved preparatory work. When {t
comes to the actual writing of comedy, three skills become para-
mount. They are:

Recognizing relationships and ironies
Visualization and imagery
Facility with words

It's easy to categorize these skills and list them separately, but
in practice they are intertwined: in the creative process you em-
ploy them all as one.

We're back to dissecting our beleaguered frog again. You can
study his cardiovascular system to see how it operates and what
functions it performs; you can investigate the workings of his
nervous system for its particular purpose. But if they're to work
properly they cannot be detached. The heart cannot beat with-
out the signals from the nervous system; the nerves cannot op-
erate without blood supplied through the circulatory system.

We will consider these skills separately, but be careful—you
might find it cumbersome and fruitless to try to create cormnedy
by using them apart from one another. Be {nventive, using all of
them, and let your meanderings lead you where they may.
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Relationships and Ironies

Most comedy, as I've stated before, is a combination of two or
more ideas: it's the relationship of these ideas that generates
the humor. Some ideas are very similar; some are quite differ-
ent. Some appear to be different, but are really the same, and
vice versa. The skillful humorist will discover these relation-
ships.

“Any time you see a man open a car door
Jor his wife, either the car is new
or the wife is.”

That'’s asimple little statement, but what a delightful observa-
tion. Obviously, the joke stands on its own. Any joke that needs
an explanation has something lacking. But for our discussjon,
we might look deeper into it. ,

The comedy basically comes from the fact that the statement
is for the most part true. Married men get lax about the nicety of
opening car doors for their spouses. But a new car brings out
the macho in a2 man. It fills him with masculine pride and can
unconsciously goad him into opening the door for his “bride.”
It's a beautifu} little joke because the observation is recogniz-
able, but is expressed unusually tightly. It took a creative hu-
morist to do that.

“Have you ever noticed how those Jehovah's
Witnesses are always at your door? Hey,
I got a great idea. Why don't we let
them deliver the mail?"”

Again, here is a delightful observation that no one quite ever
made before, A comedian named Gallagher included this in his
act. It's a concise little gag, but it says much because the rela-
tionship and the irony not only are recognized, but beautifully
expressed.

Visualization and Imagery

Most jokes are pictures. That is to say, with words we create an
image in the listener’s mind. The distortion or the ridiculous-
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ness of that image generates the humor, That’s why puns have

the reputation as the lowest form of humor. | have worked with

clients who refuse to buy any gag that depends on pure word-
play. Words are powerful tools of the humorist—as we'll see in

the following section—but comedy that depends on word-play

alone often does not create a graphic image in the mind of the

listener; therefore it's usually not as funny—clever, maybe, but

not funny.

This is also why humor is so subjective. Some people love a
particular joke or story; others won'tappreciate it at all, because
the image is different in each person’s mind. The joke is not the
collection of words; it's the scene that appears in the listener’s
mind as a result of those words. Skillful use of words will create
a stronger image, but it is usually the image that produces the
humor.

Television writers often discuss TV vs, radio. Popular radio
shows used to run for lifetimes compared to the five-or six-year

-spans of successful television shows. One theory is that radio
had a greater longevity because it was constantly changing to
suit each listener’s taste. Not that the shows themselves
changed, but the listener did. There were no sets, there were no
faces. Everything existed only in the minds of the listeners.
Each person painted his own image of Ellery Queen {n his mind.
If that listener changed his preferences, he could change Ellery
Queen also. Television doesn’t permit that.

The mind can be extremely elastic, which is an aid to humor-
ists. Our minds easily accept distortions and impossibilities.
Think back to some of the dreams you've had: in them you wan-
der from place to place with no trouble. People change before
your very eyes. The situations become 50 bizarre that you can’t
even relate them coherently, yet during the dream your intellect
accepts every outlandish occurrence without questioning it.

Many times, in writing sketches for television, other writers
or I describe funny moves the performers are to carry out. But
when we get to rehearsal, we discover the moves are physically
impossible—for example, a one¢-armed man is to hold his adver-
sary against the wall and draw his sword. With what? Yet in the
writer's mind these moves are perfectly feasible.

Humorists can often use the mind’s flexibility to advantage.
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Below are some random lines [ have written about Phyllis Dil-

ler’s (fictitious) mother-in-law. In her act, Phyllis calis her Moby
Dick.

“Talk about fat people, you ought to
see my mother-in-law. She’s so big,
she has two ZIP codes.

“The first time I met her Fang said,
‘Who does Mom remind you of?' I said,
‘North Dakota.’

“I don't know what her measurements
are. We haven't had her surveyed yet.

"She's a nice woman, though. Nicest
three acres of flesh I've ever met.

“She gave me one of her old dresses.
I plan to have {t starched and made
tnto a summer home,

“Once she was coming to vistt us. but
I didn’t want her staying with us. I
made reservations for her at a motel.
She stayed in Cabins 13, 14, and 15.

“When you get on an elevator with her,
you better be going down.

“Once she got on a bus and six men got
up and offered her their seat. If two
more had done it, she could have accepted.”

Disregarding the comic value of these lines, notice the liber-
ties I took with imagery. First the lady is the size of two ZIP
codes, then she becomes as large as a state. [ define her as three
acres and the mind accepts that. In another line she is nolonger
the size of North Dakota. only the size of a small house. She re-
quires three motel rooms, but can get on an elevator and a bus.

My descriptions of Moby Dick would hardly be acceptable evi-
dence in court, but the adaptability of our minds allows me to
have some fun—create some comedy—with exaggerated and
distorted images of this lady.
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Yet another mental phenomenon can be used advantageously
by comedy writers: audiences tend to fill inany gaps. Qur minds
continue an image on to its natural conclusion and supply any-
thing that might be missing. It's this peculiarity that makes
stage magic work. Magicians show an audience only $0 much—
the audience assumes the rest. The key to the trick is generally
where that assumption is made, People say, “I know he put the
coin in his right hand. I saw it there.” They really didn't: they
Just assumed it should be there and so their minds told them
they “saw” it there.

Humorists manipulate this tendency by leading an audi-
ence’s thinking in one direction and then suddenly changing
that direction. Comedy depends on the unexpected. (Remem-
ber, noone enjoys hearing a joke they've already heard.) I've even
seen a joke diagrammed like this: -

That indicates a thought continuing along in a certain direc-
tion and abruptly changing direction. The author explained
that that was what evoked laughter in the classic example of a
man slipping on a banana peel: he's walking contentedly on his
way. All of us assume he will continue to walk merrily along that
same way. Suddenly, he is abruptly upended. It may be a tre-
mendous over-simplification, but the principle applies.

W.C. Fields said that real comedy was when you expected
something to break and it only bent.

As humorists, we can take advantage of people's thinking pat-
terns. The following story illustrates this very well:

“Once I was in a hotel and the walls
were kind of thin. The couple in the
next room came home very late and were
talking kind of loud. So I quickly rushed
and got a glass and held it to the wall.
I heard her say to him, ‘Take off my
dress,.’ Then she sald, ‘'Take off
my slip.” Then she said, 'Take off my



64 Write and Sell Humor

bra.’ Then she said, ‘If I ever catch
you wearing them again, I'll divorce you.” ™

Notice how your thoughts were led in one direction, then
abruptly changed. The rug was pulled out from under your
mind.

This doesn't apply only in longish stories either. One Bob
Hope joke uses this same strategy. He told it on a day when the
United States had just launched another in a series of unsuc-
cessful attempts to get our space program operable.

“I guess you've heard the good news
Jrom Cape Canaveral. The United States
Just launched another submarine,”

Your mind is going in one direction right up until the last word
of the joke.

Facility with Words

For the most part, words are the medium we use to convey our
witty creations. There are funny pantomimists, of course, and
some jokes are enhanced by facial expression or inventive stage
business. Nonetheless, most humor is conveyed by words.

Words have a playfulness all their own. Norm Croshy has built
a hilarlous act out of malapropisms; he has found incredibly
clever ways to misuse words. He might say, “An ounce of perver-
sion is worth a pound of cure.” And Archie Bunker over the
years has found ways to change words just enough so that they
almost excuse his bigotry.

Some folks can misuse phrases so that their meaning is con-
veyed-—just about. Sam Goldwyn had so many that they became
known as “Goldwynisms.” I think we all know what he meant
when he said, "Oral contracts aren’'t worth the paper theyre
written on.” And what could be more definitive than to say
about someone, I never liked him and I probably always will.”

One of my favorite misusages was uttered by my tennis part-
ner while we were being badly beaten in a match. “Okay,” he
said to me, “we've got them right where they want us.”

Word jokes have fallen into disrepute with the axiom about
puns being the lowest form of humor. But it stimply isn't true;
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puns can be really inspired at times. Samuel Johnson once
boasted to his drinking companions that he could instantane-
ously compose a pun on any subject. “The King,” someone vo-
lunteered. Johnson replied, “The King, sir, is not a subject.”

I knowl1said earlier that puns weren't funny; youdon't have to
start paging backwards now. That was when we talked about vi-
sualization and imagery. The point I was making then and still
maintain is that puns that depend fotally on word-play general-
ly aren’t funny. However, some puns can create a funny image
and produce a good joke. Bob Hope's monologue featured one
like that on a recent Christmas show. President Reagan was an-
noyed by some statements that his economic advisor David
Stockman had made. The line went:

“Ronald Reagan is ready jor Christmas.
His Stockman ts hung by the chimney
with care.”

The word-play of substituting “Stockman™ for “stocking” also
produces an image of the poor gentleman hanging forlornly by
the President’s fireplace.

Woody Allen is also a clever punster; here’s one that's a clas-
sic—it not only got many laughs, it also got him sued. A news
story had broken about his ex-wife being molested. Allen said,
“She claims she was violated. Knowing my ex-wife, it wasn't a
moving violation.”

There is hardly any word you can think of that doesn’t have at
least one other meaning—most have several. Once [ was trying
to disprove this statement and a word I came up with that could
have no possible other meaning was “butterfly™: it can only
mean an insect. But as soon as [ said that, the obvious other
meaning popped into my head. Literally, it can denote a dairy
product that flies.

Try it yourself. Think of a word or two and almost immediately
you'll discover another meaning for each word. Take an ordi-
nary word like “house.” As you read it, you instantly visualize
what [ mean by that word—but do you? Which of the following
meanings of “house” was [ trying to convey:

a dwelling
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a brothel

a legislature

an audience

the management of a gambling casino
a business

A good humor writer, with effort and practice, canlearn touse
the idiosyncrasies of the language to good advantage.

Following are eight comedy writing exercises that will help
you develop your writing skills. Some favor language skills, oth-
ers visualization, but, for the reasons we discussed earlier, no
attempt is made to differentiate them. You do yourself no favor
by separating the skills. If an exercise features language, the
best jokes will be those that not only use words cleverly, but that
also conjure up a humorous tmage and present an ironic gbser-
vation.

Have fun with these exercises. Theyre not homework assign-
ments or chores. They're fun, provocative excursions into the
creation of comedy.

(If you choose, you can attack these assignments with a pur-
pose. As we discussed in Chapter 4, comedy writing can be prac-
tical. With a bit of ingenuity on your part. many of these
exercises can become keepsakes.}

Work at them. The tendency among comedy writers is to quit
too soon. You can just treat these exercises lightly and skim the
surface, or you can put in a little more effort and surprise your-
selfwith the results. If you apply yourself to these, it will be good
training for the discipline you'll need to write good comedy ma-
terial later on.

Exercise One:

Step 1. Collect 50 jokes from any source. They can all come
from a single joke book, they can be fillers from a magazine, or
just some favorite jokes that you remember other comedians
delivering on records or television. The only criterion is that
these should be gags you particularly like. Don't just go to a
joke book and jot down numbers 1 to 50.
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Step 2. Type or print these jokes on a piece of paper and ana-
Iyze them. List next to them what you think makes them funny

and what form they take. Are they word jokes, or do you laugh

because they create a funny image in your mind? Or both? You

don't have to be too technical, just jot down the reason you like

each gag.

This exercise serves several purposes. You'll familiarize your-
self with the style and the form of some great jokes, and you'll be-
gin tounderstand your own likes and dislikes and generate your
own style of writing,

You'll see the different forms that gags can take. Youll learn
what your own tastes are in comedy. and consequently the type
of comedy that you probably can write best.

Another important aspect of collecting a sertes of jokes you
particularly like is that they will be an Inspiration to you. Seeing
expert craftsmanship can motivate you to simulate it.

This collection will also serve as a nice reference. As we dis-
cuss different types and forms of jokes later in the book, you can
refer to your own compilation for examples.

Exercise Two:

Step 1. Make alist of ten adjectives that you might use in com-
edy writing. These should be very simple, ordinary words.

Step 2. For each word on yourlist, compile a grouping of other
words or symbols that can represent the original.

As an example, suppose we select the adjective “white.” Some
symbols or other words that convey the same meaning might
be:

movie screen
Good Humor man
wedding dress
purity

snowman

nurse
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blank pages
paleness
ghost
bedsheets

This exercise is practice in discovering the relationship be-
tween words or facts. It will help you to become skilled at finding
a word or phrase that might substitute for the most obvious
word in your joke,

Many jokes are too obvious or too direct, These gags can be
improved by substituting a word or a phrase that implies the
meaning rather than stating it directly.

It might be a good idea right now to refer back to your joke col-
lection from Exercise One to see how many of your jokes employ
this device.

Remember Phyllis Diller's joke about her mother-in-law, Mo-
by Dick? “This woman is so huge that when she wears a white
dress, we show movies on her.” ’

That's a case where the related idea created a joke, but the
wording implied the meaning rather than stating it. A weaker
Joke would have been, “When she wears a white dress, she looks
like a movie screen.”

Many times you can use the symbolisin to completely replace
the meaning. In the last joke, we used the word “white” and a
symbolic meaning along with it. Suppose, though, you meet a
gentleman who is dressed in a white suit, You might say, "If 1
stick a carrot on your nose and a broomstick under your arm,
will you stand on the front lawn for my kids?”

In this case, you're implying that he is wearing so much white
that he looks like a snowman, but you never actually say it.

Exercise Three:

Step 1. Collect aseries of atleast 30 unusual photos. They can
be interesting baby photos, old movie stills, strange photoslike
those featured sometimes in photography magazines, or any
other source you might discover.

The photos should be unusual in some way, so 1 wouldn't ree-
ommend family snapshots. (Unless you come from a stranger
family than I do.)
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Step 2. Write humorous captions for the photographs.

In writing the captions, try to create new meanings for your
photos, rather than just commenting on the action depicted in
them.

We sometimes write jokes that are too direct or too obvious:
the same fault creeps into captioning. We tend to comment on
the obvious—the photograph itself. It will be worth the effort to
find a different meaning in your captioning,

For example, suppose your baby photo shows an infant with
baby food all around his mouth. One caption might read, “Boy,
dolhatespinach,” or “That's the last time I ever let that lady feed
me.” Both of these still depict a child with feod all over his
mouth,

However, a caption like, “That’s the last time I let my wife buy
me spinach-flavored shaving cream,” changes the action in the
photo. It's no longer a baby, but a man whose wife bought him
some exotic shaving paraphemalia.

If the photo lends itself to this, it might even be captioned
with, “Tell me the truth, Myrtle. Do I look like Clark Gable ina
moustache?”

Undeniably, some hilarious captions can be written directly
about the activity in the photograph, but since avoiding the ob-
vious is so important in comedy writing, I urge you to try to gen-
erate a new meaning for each picture you caption.

And remember, you can put this exercise to practical use by
captioning the pictures for the gang at the office, the family, a
friend, or whomever.

Exercise Four:

Step 1. Collect at least 25 cartoons that you especially like.
You can find these in newspapers or magazines.

Step 2. Recaption the cartoons with lines of your own. You
don't have to limit yourself to one caption for each cartoon. Doa
few.

This exercise i{s similar to Exercise Three, except in this case,
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you can't deny the activity in the drawing. it exists as the
straight line, and you'll learn to use it as a springboard to other
jokes. No matter how great the cartoon is, there’s no guarantee
that the caption already on it is the only one that can be written,
or even the best one.

You might paraphrase the original caption. improving the
wording, or you might go for a whole new angle on the joke. The
caption you write may even have nothing to do with the original.
Don't limit yourself,

Avaluable lesson of this exercise is that you'll learn not to quit
on a joke too soon. The cartoon has been well executed, pur-
chased, and printed by a newspaper or magazine. The tendency
is to feel that it cannot be improved. However, keep trying. You
might surprise yourself. The important thing is to resist the
temptation to surrender on it.

Many times you will be faced with a topic that seems to have
nothing inherently funny in it. By perseverance, youll find it.

Exercise Five:

Step 1. Create at least 25 cartoons of your own, using com-
mon items as your “characters.” These items can be simple
geometric shapes, household items, objects that exist where
you work, fruits and nuts, or whatever. {I know this sounds hi-
zarre niow, but I'll explain it more in the example.)

Step 2. Caption your creations.

The scenes that you create should be set up in your mind in
such a way that they could actually be photographed or drawn.
You needn't go to the trouble or expense, but the perspective
should be real enough to translate to an actual photograph.

The following examples—using food as “characters"—should
make this exercise clearer,

Picture: Two soft pretzels. One without mustard, and one
covered with it. Caption: You're a nice girl. Mabel. It's just that
you use too much make-up.

Picture: A peach next to a plum. Caption: I don't care how
late we are. You're not leaving this house until you've shaved.
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In another exercise that we labeled “Nicotine Nifties, " we used
only tobacco and smoking accessories,

Picture: Seven cigarettes standing in a line. One of them isa
burned-out and crushed cigarette butt. Caption: All right,
which of you men was off limits last night?

Doing a series of gags using geomeitric figures prompted the

following:
Picture: i

Caption: All right, Orville, the guests have gone. You can take
off that silly lampshade now.

This is similar to Exercise Three. except here you have the
thrill of beginning from scratch. You literally have the entire
universe to choose from.

The following is an exercise that at first glance seems like a
real toughie, but if you get into it and work at it—and allow oth-
ers to work with you on it—you'll find that pretty soon youll be
bombarded with terrific jokes from people who never thought
they could write a funny line before.

I guarantee you'll have fun with it.

Exercise Six:

Step 1. Write 101 “Tom Swifties.” A “Tom Swiftie” is a joke
that uses a slightly different double meaning for an adverb. The
Tom Swift series of children’s books used this sentence struc-
ture liberally, and now we're going to turn this sentence struc-
ture into gags.

Example: *I dove into the pool and knocked all my teeth out,”
he explained shallowly. Obviously here we have the double
meaning of the word “shallow.”

You can get even more bizarre and give whole new meanings
to the words you feature.

Example: “What this team needs is a good home run hitter,”
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the manager said ruthlessly.

In that one, “ruthlessly” means without Babe Ruth. But you
can become even more exotic and creative in playing with
words.

Example: “Your dog tore the back out of my trousers,” the
man said deceitfully. Here “deceitfully” means “de-seat-fuily.”

The only rule is that the adverbs end in “-ly”, Other than that,
just be creative, crazy, and have some fun.

Obviously, this exercise will develop your skill with words.

Should you think that 101 is too many and a totally impossi-
ble quota, I'velisted my 101. (Please don't judge my gag-writing
abilities by this sampling. They were done in one evening,
purely to exercise my word-making mechanism, and to serve as
an example and inspiration for the readers of this book. Notice.
also, how a good joke writer protects himself.) I advise that you
try your own and keep going until you're convinced that you
can't create any more. Only then should you turn to the exam-
ples on the following pages, to convince yourself that it can be
done,

101 Tom Swifties

1. “Do you think this print is too dark?"” the printer asked
boldly.

2. “I suppose this means you've won the sword fight.” he said
pointedty.

3. “What kind of cheese is this?" he asked sharply.

4. "They have a [unny name for streets in France,” he said
ruefully.

8. "My favorite singers are Ray Charles and Stevie Wonder,” he
proclaimed blindly.

8. “My brother and [ were Siamese twins at one time,” he
shouted hail-heartedly.

7. “I have a bigger plano than this,” he exclaimed grandly.
8. “T've finally won the Academy Award.” said Henry fondly.
8. “The smog is really bad today,” he cried breathlessly.

10. “I'm not staying in this scary house overnight,” he sald
hauntingly.

11. “I'm simply not a nice girl,” she whispered tartly.
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12. “I7 fix that blown fuse with this penny.” he sald glowingly.

13. “I'm sorry. Rocky, but the Governor refused to pardon you,”
he said shockingly.

14, “I've gained over fifty pounds,” he explained roundly.
18. “You have diabetes,” the doctor said sweetly.
18. “We're going to have to operate,” the medic said cuttingly.

17. “Ill let my company pick up the check,” the salesman
offered firmly.

18. “I can't march any more.” the soldier sald hailtingly.

19. “Then youll spend the weekend on the base.” his sergeant
said impassively.

20. “Camping out in the woods is fun,” the family said
Intensely.

21. “I've been asked to sing carols with the school choir,” the
girl said gleefully.

22. “Can you read music?” the choirmaster asked notably.

23. "1 play music every Sunday for my church.,” she replied
organically.

24. "Big deal,” the choirmaster responded shufllingly.
28. “Why. you've shot me.” Jesse James said holily.

6. “I'd like the printing in this book to be a little bigger,” the
author stated boidly.

27. “This chicken i1s burned again,” the husband bellowed
heatedly.

28. "1 forgot to mail the check to the electric company.” the man
said delightedly.

29. “All right, who stole my thermal underwear?” the hunter
shouted coldly.

30. “It wasn’t me,” his hunting partner lled warmly.

31. "But [ assure you my intentions are honorable,” her
boyiriend pleaded gropingly.

32. “You other six dwarls can stay up {f you want to. but I'm
going to bed,” he pronounced sleepily.

33. "Don't ever sneeze when you've got nalls {n your mouth,”
the carpenter’s assistant said tactfully.

34. "Il connect this doo-hickey to the thing-a-mabob and that'lt
stop the clanging in the watchamacallit and thatl cost you
$200," the workman pronounced mechanically.
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38. “Some day my face will be on Mount Rushmore, too,” the
man exclaimed stonily.

386. “I did not do that to your lawn,” the gentleman said
doggedly.

87. "The robbers took my wallet and my trousers,” the victim
said briefly.

88. "There are too many logs and ashes in your [ireplace,” the
woman said gratefully.

89. “I'm too tired to put icing on one more cake,™ the baker said

glazedly.
40. “] am not a crook,” Mr. Nixen said resignedly.

41. “How many times do 1 have to tell you—no starch!” the
customer said stiffly.

42. “I never have liked Thanksgiving Day.” the {urkey said
stuffily.

43. "But Doctor. you promised the Pill would work.” the woman
complained expectantly.

44. “But I thought you were on the Pill,” the man said
kiddingly.

45. "If you live here, you'll never be bothered by earthquakes,”
the agent explained faultlessly.

46. "I dance at a topless club,” the girl said barely.

47. "I dance at a bottomless club,” another said cheekily.

48, "And I work for the vice squad,” the officer said arrestingly.
49. “I'm going to kill Able.” his brother said cannily.

80. “When Cain swings at me, [l duck,” said his brother ably.
81. "And I'm going to tempt Adam,” said the woman eviily.
82. “I wish I had left my wife home,” Lot stated saltily.

853. “There’s a short in my electric toothbrush.” the woman
screamed frothily.

54. [ can’t decide whether to become a Moose. an Elk. or a
Lion,” the man said gamely.

85, “I've just devoured the Princess of Monaco,” the dragon
exclaimed gracefully.

88. "I don't know what those silly bushes out there in the desert
are called,” the cowboy slated sagely.

87. "I'm sorry, soldiers, but our Christmas Show has been
cancelled,” the General announced hopelessly.



Comedy Writing Exercises 75

58. “1 couldn’t help but overhear your conversation,” the man
pronounced eerily.

89. “I've just swallowed an entire window.” the woman shouted
painfully.

80. "Oh, { can't kick,” the man answered lamely.

61, “But | can’t perform a transplant now.” Dr, Christian
Barnard answered heartlessly.

@2. “The shark tore off one half of my body.” the man satd
decidedly.

63. “Don’t kiss me again unti] after you've shaved,” she scolded
abrasively.

64. “You should never try to force-feed a Hon.,” the trainer said
off-handedly.

638, “I'll bring your coffee right away. sir,” the secretary said
perkily.

66. "I'm going to put some sugar topping on that cake,” Betty
Crocker said icily.

87. "Oh no, I'm standing in quicksand,” the woman shouted
defeatedly,

88. "Doctor, 1 keep thinking I'm a gun.” the patient declared
repeatedly.

89. "Somecone stole my ept,” the child screamed ineptly.

70. “Help. I'm trapped in the hall of mirrors,” the youngster
yetled reflectively.

71. "1 should never have worn my golf shoes in a rubber raft,”
the man moaned deflatingly.

72. “I'm not a member of any organized political party,” the
man declared democratically.

73. “There, I've given the baby her botile,” the husband stated
decryingly.

74. "There must be some meaning to this story.” Aesop
exclaimed morally.

75. “Help. [ can't swim,” the man shouted deeply.
78. "Il help you.” Mark Spitz replied swimmingly,
77. "Not ([ 1 get there first,” the shark countered bitingly.

78. “Have a nice hunting trip and I hope you bag something,™
the wife sald dearly.

79. "I'm aflrald you've flunked the test,” the professor said
degradingly.
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80. “It appears this road doesn't iead out of the forest afler all.”
the troop leader said densely.

81. “This bunion will have Lo be removed.” ihe doctor staled
callously.

82. “I'm sorry the plastic surgery was a failure,” the doclor said
defacingly.

83. “I'lt take this bra.” the customer said uplifingly.

84. "I think I'd like to wear a robe in all my movtes,” Charlion
Heston said prophetically.

838. “Why, that chicken has no beak.” the man pronounced
impeccably.

88. “Mr. Geppetto, how come the other kids keep carving their
initials in my thigh?" Pinocchio queried woodenly.

87. "l was not born; { was baked {n an oven,” the strange man
declared gingerly.

88, "I'd like a pair of shoes that 1 never have to shine,” the
customer said patently.

89. "Yes, I'm a hooker, but you're my one millionth customer,”
the woman said freely.

80. "I think I date every saflor 1 see tonight,” the wormnan said
fleetingly.

91. “Are you going to Scarborough Fair? Parsley, sage,
rosemary, and thyme," the vocalist sang spicily.

92. “Maybe | should wear those stockings that also give your
legs support,” the woman said supp-hosedly.

93, “I don't like this offer the company made to me,” the union
leader sald strikingly.

84. "I'm only a cartoon character and | can always be erased.”
Mickey Mouse sald sell-effacingly.

98, "Hey, bartender, this beer has no foam,” the patron yelled
light-headedly.

98. “I try to entertain a different dwarf each evening.” Snow
White said weekly.

97. “All right, I'll dress in a tuxedo, but I'm still going to wear
my tennis shoes,” Woody Allen said sneakity.

98, "Il watch the football game when I'm finished spreading
this fertilizer,” the man said posthumously.

98, "1 play a 14-foot-tali clown in the circus,” the performer said
stiltedly.
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100. “Welcome to the annual teetotalers awards banquet.” the
emcee began drily.

101. "T've read all 101 of these Tom Swiftles,” the reader said
{check one) [Jhumorlessly, []taughingly.

Exercise Seven:

Step 1. Select a topic that you would like to write jokes about.
It can be either a general subject or a topical subject chosen
from the headlines of the day.

Step 2. Research your selected topic and write a series of 20

factual statements about it. The sentences should not be comic

in any way, nor should you attempt to make them humeorous.
Simply list truthful statements about your subject. If you

choose a statement from the newspapers, read through the ar-
ticle and list several of the sentences. “The price of stamps rose

to 20 cents today.” “The Postmaster General announced the

additional cost was necessary to improve the efficiency of the

mails.” Should your topic be of a general nature, you can still

find factual sentences. "My husband sleeps on the couch every

night after dinner.” “He snores through my favorite TV pro-
grams.”

Step 3. Treat each of your factual statements as the set-up for
your punchline, or as the “picture” that you are going to caption
the same way you captioned the photographs earlier. When
you're finished, you'll have 20 or more jokes. (You don't have to
limit yourself to one caption per set-up.)

Examples: “The price of stamps rose to 20 cents today. That
settles it. I'm sending my Christmas cards out in the form of a
chain letter this year.”

“The Postmaster General announced the additional cost was
necessary to improve the efficiency of the mails. Baloney. The
best way to speed up the mails is to mail the postal workers their
paychecks.”

This exercise helps you learn how to analyze a topic in order to
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generate ideas for jokes. It also helps you to see how jokes are
formed. In many cases a good gag is simply a caption for a factu-
al statement.

Exercise Eight:

Step 1. Make a list of 50 nouns. You can get a little bizarre
here because these words are going to be used for graphic
jokes. You may want to pick the funniest nouns you can think
of.

Step 2, Divide the list into two groups. The first should con-
tain 20 nouns and the second 30.

Step 3. Go down the first list and make each word the subject
of your jocke—combining it, however, with one of the words
from the second list to make the punchline of your joke.

Example:
1. Fruitcake 21. Goat
2. Garbage truck 22, Peanut butter
3. Water buffalo 23. Floor wax
4. Shortstop 24. Jockey shorts
5. Odor eaters 25. Cross-your-heart bra
ete. etc.

Example: “My grandmother made a fruitcake out of floor
wax. When my grandfather ate it, it killed him, but he did have a
fine finish.”

This is a tough exercise that will teach you that writing jokes
is not always easy. More importantly, it will show you that a joke
is made up of two separate ideas; it's the combination of these
ideas that often leads to bizarre comedy.

This exercise is good practice in looking for the attributes of
cach topic and rolling them through your head until you find
that comic combination. In combining these two untconnected
items you're forced to search for several characteristics of each
ftem. You must ask yourself what does floor wax do? What is it
good for? What are its bad qualities? When do peopie use it?
And similar questions. Eventually you will find a characteristic
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of each noun that will blend together in some way to form the
joke.

Later we'll find that this skill will be especially useful in find-
ing blend lines for a comedy monologue. When you want to
switch from subtopic A to subtopic B, it’s nice to find a joke that
combines one element of each.



THE URLUE OF
MONOLOGUES

In Chapter 7 we discussed the joke as the basic building block
of humor, just as the brick is the basic buflding block in con-
struction. However utilitarian it is, though, noone canliveina
brick. It has to be bonded together with other bricks in some
sort of predesigned form to create a useful structure. The same
is true of comedy.

Jokes have to be coupled together with continuity and struc-
ture to fashion a practical humoerous piece. This is a mono-
logue.

Don’t think that this minimizes the joke. Bricks or stones do
not a cathedral make—but just try to build one without them.
Even well-manufactured bricks are not particularly attractive
piled helter-skelter on an empty lot, but those same bricks rear-
ranged into an elegantly designed structure take on a new beau-

In the same way, well-written gags, blended masterfully intoa
well-conceived routine, take on more mirth.

Certainly single jokes have their place. Magazines looking for
fillers, cartoonisis, and greeting card companies all buy single
gags. And beginning with the next chapter, you're going to write
some jokes. However, I recommend that you write a full routine
rather than isolated jokes. Let’s investigate some of the more
important reasons why it’s advantageous for you to write int the
monologue form.
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Good Showcase

The beginning writer should be building up a showcase portfo-
lio of his material. Opportunity can kneck at any time and when
you open: the door, you'd darn well better have some material to
display.

I have worked with many novice writers. As I've mentioned be-
fore, my first advice is to set a quota each week, and meet it.
Since the advice is rarely followed, when I receive calls from pro-
ducers looking for new one-liner writers for various television
shows, there is no way that [ can recommend these novices—[
haven't seen enough to prove their talent and they have nothing
to show producers anyway.,

That’s why a portfolio is so important: you have to have some-
thing tangible to show a producer. When you compile that port-
folio, though, completed monologues are much more valuable
than a collection of isolated jokes, regardless of how good the
jokes are.

Disconnected gags are difficult to read. All the jokes in Erma
Bombeck's bestselling books, for instance, are organized into
essays. How many people do you think would read a book of col-
lected jokes from cover to cover? I bet that hardly anyone ever
has. It's almost impossible because reading single gags is tiring.
Reading a collection of Art Buchwald's or Erma Bombeck's es-
says is exhilarating: struggling through an assortment of dis-
jointed one-liners is exhausting. If you're presenting your work
to a prospective buyer, which would you prefer he have?

Jokes also suffer in comparison to each other when they are
simply listed in catalog form. There is no way all your gags can
be of equal value; consequently, the good ones stand out and
make the others look worse than they really are. They're just
standing there for Inspection like people in a police line-up. All
thelr flaws are exposed to the reader’s critical eye, which gets
more critical as he gets more and more tired of reading them.

Let's go back to our building block analogy. No onelooks at a
completed structure and criticizes individual bricks or stones.
The eye takes on the finished form and judges the separate com-
ponents in relationship to the whole.
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Jokes Are Enhanced

A well-organized routine not only hides the weaknesses of some
jokes, it can actually make jokes funnier. Comedian Slappy
White used to tell this story in his nightclub act:

“There was this man who died and went
to heaven. When he got there. he discovered
there were only two people there—the
Lord and George Washington. The man
said, 'l don’t understand it. Where
are all the people?’ The Lord said.
‘They're down below. Come here and I'll
show you.” Sure enough the Lord opened
up a hole in the sky and the man looked
down below. There were people singing
and dancing. A big band was playing
and they were having a great time. The
man sald, ‘How come they're singing
and dancing down there? They got a big
band playing and everything. and there's
nothing going on up here?’ The Lord
said, 'You don't think I'm gonna book
a big band for two people, do you?' ”

Slappy told this story exquisitely and it always got a big laugh.
While the laughter was continuing, he would add the line:
“And George can't dance.” The laughter would erupt again.
“George can't dance” isn't a classic comedy line. You couldn’t
sell it to Reader’s Digest. No cartoonist would purchase it, It
would look silly in a greeting card. In that particular place,
though, in that specific routine, it worked. It got a big response
from the audience and that's what jokes are supposed to do.
A good monologue works on a “peaks and valleys™ principle.
Not all jokes can have the same relative humor content. Even if
they could, it wouldn't be any good anyway because it would be
monotonous and comedy has to be modulated. The laughs
should bulld to a crescendo and then taper off, build up again
and gradually descend.
When you see a comic that you don't particularly like, it's not
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usually because he isn't funny: it's because his material doesn't

build properly. All comics, even the great ones, have moments

that are not hilarious. They can't all be. During those moments,
they are leading you somewhere—they are building. When they

get you where they want you, they hit you with the payoff, the

biglaugh. Then, as a listener, you feel justified in having invest-
ed the time listening to the softer material. A poor comic doesn’t

deliver that payoff. Consequently. you feel disappointed. Your

time was wasted. You were used. The poor comic didn't need a

whole lot of new material, stmply a few strong jokes strategically
placed.

Let me give an example of what [ mean by the “peaks and val-
leys” principle. This is a story {'ve heard on the public speaking
circuit that illustrates the principle well. I've numbered the dif-
ferent parts of the routine so we can discuss them later.

1. 1 love working in comedy because it's one
of the few things I do better than my wife.

2, It's true. It's terrible to be married to some-
one who is skilled and intelligent and creative,
although she does have her faults. Like one
time my wife went to the hospital to have our
fourth chiid, and [ stayed home and took care
of the other three. She knew she would be
gone about six days and she only left enough
clean dishes te last five,

- 3. The house was a shambles by the timte she
was scheduled to come home and I knew she
would be upset, so I devised a little scheme to
cheer her up. I had the other kids paint a sign
that said, "Welcome home, Mommy,” and we
hung it where the dining room used to be.

4, But my wife rubs it in that I'm so helpless.
Like sometimes we'll be getting ready to go out
and I'll offer to help with the kids. She'l] say,

“No, I'm in too much of a hurry to have you
help.”

B. 1 took this as a challenge. 1 told my little
daughter that I was going to get her washed
and dressed faster than she ever got washed
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and dressed before. I took her into the bath-
roomn and told her this was going to be like a
game. When I gave her the signal, she would
raise her arms, I'd get her undressed and put
her in the tub. [ got the water ready, tested it,
and said, "Okay.” She put her arms up, |
whipped off her dress, her slip, her little pant-
ies, picked her up and sat her in the tub. |
said, “Now, Honey, did Mommy ever do it any
faster than that?"” She said, “No, but Mommy
always takes off my shoes and socks first.™

6. | not ocnly made a fool of myself, I had to
buy a new pair of shoes.

Itemn 1 is a weak joke that simply serves the purpose of getting
into the routine, People know it is not the big joke, so they lis-
ten, expecting more to follow.

Item 2 is a stronger joke that illustrates the helplessness of
the husband.

Item 3 is a strong line, but again, it has that feel that it's not
the ending. It does, however, build up anticipation for what's
coming. The audience might subconsciously be thinking, “Here
are two funny lines and he hasn't gotten to the main point yet.
It's probably going to be very funny when he gets to it.”

Item 5 is the payoff line that delivers very well. It gets a big
laugh and justifies the andience’s anticipation. It's the peak of
the routine.

liem 6 iIs a weak line that only capitalizes on the laugh that
preceded. It will regenerate laughter. A few more of these might
have been used to milk more audience response while getting
back to one of the comedy valleys,

That's another advantage of clever routining: it allows you to
sustain the laughter from good material. It's a delicious mo-
ment when a sure-fire story or joke gets that explosive andience
response; it's a pity to just allow it to dissolve. Some very soft
jokes placed at the right spot can intensify that laughter and
keep it rolling for much longer than the story actually deserves.

In the example above, Item 5 could have stood on itsownasa
story, but it works much better when you build audience antici-
pation. Let them know something special is coming—and then
deliver it.






