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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






