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Haha! Aha!
How do comedians reveal “the funny”?
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1 ABSTRACT
Humans are the only animal to know how things are and how they should be.
How market insights are now, is not how they should be.

Insights should be interesting. Yet, many are bland.
This is because insight is becoming synonymous with data.
But the interesting is not the observation. It is the interpretation.

The interesting is the incongruous combination of acceptability and opposition.
The interesting challenges convention and has practical implications.
So should insights.

The funny is the incongruous combination of benign violations.
Things that are odd, but okay.
Comedians reveal them for a living.

Both comedians and marketers are in search of the interesting.
Yet, marketing scholarship has never before asked how comedians do it.
This paper asks exactly that.

By conducting a thematic analysis of nine top comedians.
Their creative process has been distilled.

They cultivate perspectives that search for benign violations.
They reframe and test their ideas on audiences until they work.
They manage the context to help bridge the gap between the odd and the okay.

This paper lays the foundations for future research.
To understand how comedians can improve market insight generation.
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4 INTRODUCTION
When we succumb to the fantasy that we can professionalise creativity, that we
can extract the play, unpredictability, and human element out of the process,
that it can be treated like the manufacturing process, repeatable and reliable in
its methods, then we place the potential of creativity in serious jeopardy.
Martin Weigel (2018), Head of Planning, Wieden + Kennedy Amsterdam
I have told plenty of people that my research idea stemmed from a post on LinkedIn
by the market researcher Siamack Salari. This is not entirely true. The seed for this
study was set months before I knew Siamack existed.
As a Category Manager for a food manufacturer, it was my job to create market
insights and, from them, develop category strategies for supermarkets. On one Friday
afternoon I was debating, with a colleague, the impact that artificial intelligence will
have on the workforce. She, an Account Manager, was certain her job would still exist
“as it is all about relationships”. But she was less confident about my future. “You will
certainly lose your job Justin, because all you do is supply the data”.
I laughed. Then I was furious all the way home. My role had been misunderstood. I
did not supply the data. I interpreted the data, found insights and set the strategy.
How had I not communicated effectively the role that I, and my team, play in the
business? How had we, marketers, let ourselves get pushed into the role of being the
photocopiers of data? Marketing is quickly learning the strengths of data and faster
forgetting how to be human. We are at risk of damaging our discipline and the
companies we work for if we forget that.
So when Siamack’s post on LinkedIn popped up, it nudged me to fight for a bit of
humanity in marketing. Siamack had said that a great shortcut to understanding a
culture is to read their jokes. Further reading took me to the anthropologist Edward
Hall (1959). He said that to understand a culture’s humour is to find the key to
unlocking it. That is when I felt the spark. Marketers have something special to learn
from comedians. And it is not how to make an advert funny.
This paper will reveal the connection between marketers and comedians.
The literature review asks the question, how are comedic and market insights related?
This leads to a clear gap in knowledge. How do comedians get to their insights? How
do they reveal the funny? The methodology sets about deciding the best approach to
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answering this question. With the subjective nature of the question, the methodology
gets into the nitty gritty of finding the best source and sample to find a robust
interpretation of a subjective truth.
The discussion and analysis, debates the extent to which three core themes found in
the research form the comedian’s creative process.
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5 LITERATURE REVIEW
5.1 INSIGHTS NEED TO BE INTERESTING
5.1.1

What is an insight?

Insight. Insight is one of those words, that is so used and abused, the actual meaning
has been lost. Definitions are sparse in academia. Most assume that there is a common
understanding (Fahey, 2019). Instead the answer to what insights are has been led
by industry. Industry definitions span from monumental, god-seeing, life-changing,
self-affirming, shouts of eureka to the dullest and broadest of statements; to a
synonym for data.
Insight teams are growing their share of office space. Much of what they do is just
producing data (Wilson, McCabe and Smith, 2018). As a result, insight is increasingly
associated with, and inseparable of, data (Sun, Sun and Strang, 2016). Yet more data
does not necessarily mean more insight. “…huge quantities of data with little meaning
could not assist the marketing function.” (Bradley, 2013, p.9). An insight is not just
data. It is information with meaning attached (Fahey, 2019).
A lack of understanding of what an insight is, and what it is not, is a problem. It
“…allows an executive or analysis team member to wrongly declare any analysis
finding or assertion or even a standalone fact to be an insight. Such imprecision robs
insight of its truly potent meaning and decision-making value.” (Fahey, 2019, p.27).
Montgomery and Weinberg (1979) defined the difference between an insight and
other information. Yet, they did not use that word. They used a different word.
Offensive intelligence. They grouped intelligence (information) into three distinct
terms; Defensive, Passive and Offensive. The offensive is related to unlocking an
opportunity, especially one that would otherwise remain unnoticed. Defensive
meanwhile is the distinct opposite, “…to avoid surprises…” (Bradley, 2013, p.9).
Fahey (2019) set out to define a common understanding of insight. According to
Fahey an insight is a “New marketplace understanding that makes a “difference.”
”(p.27). He splits insights into two distinct parts. The first is about understanding
change and difference. The second is interpreting the implications of this
understanding so that actions and decisions can be made. But, when is an insight no
longer new? Can they be reused? Bill Bernbach famously suggested that marketers
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should focus on what has not changed in human behaviour, what is innate, old, and
powerful. Fahey (2019) suggests that insights have to be new so that they attract the
audience’s attention to jolt new thoughts in their head. But perhaps an insight does
not need to be original, maybe all it needs to be is interesting?
5.1.2 What happens when insights are boring?
Bradley (2013) became victim to the rise in data’s biggest scam. Bradley fell into the
trap. He stated that with more access to data via technology, “…there is less need to
consult customers, thereby minimising unnecessary contact and costs.” (p.9).
Admittedly this was in 2013, the next six years saw more marketers fall into the data
dependency trap (Weigel, 2018). How could Bradley know that the rise in data led to
the blandest of marketing? How could he have known that from this surge in
information came the blandest insights? This is not a problem just for the ignorant
and insignificant. Wharton Business School, who has produced such intelligent and
successful alumni as Warren Buffet, Elon Musk, and Donald Trump 1 , has been
spouting questionable insights.
By gathering and examining data that was more detailed than what retailers
have been able to access before, research group NPD and Wharton’s Jay H.
Baker Retailing Center have unearthed a host of new information…
(Knowledge@Wharton, 2016, p.1)
Further down the webpage, anxious readers are finally given the profound insights
they have been waiting for. Insights such as:
Millennials like experiences…
(Knowledge@Wharton, 2016, p.1)
Do only people born within a vague time period enjoy “something that happens to you
that affects how you feel” (Cambridge University Press, 2011, p.309)? What
experiences could these be? All experiences? Probably not the experience of being
stuck in traffic on the way to work or walking in on parents mid-peace-making. How
could something so bland and so useless be drawn from such detailed data? Perhaps
it is bland and useless for that very reason. The expanse of data has given marketers
access to more information about consumer behaviour than ever before (Hofacker,
Malthouse and Sultan, 2016). Yet at the same time this increase in information has
1

…
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not always led to better decision making. Hofacker, Malthouse and Sultan (2016)
amongst an article that largely praises and demonstrates the benefits of big data in
marketing, acknowledge that it is easy for mistakes to be made. Big data can quickly
become bad data. Issues such as high volatility and low representation can all
contribute to poor quality data.
It is not just bad big data that can lead to boring insights. Boring interpretations of
data create bad insights. “As data becomes larger, more complex, and more
inexplicable, the limited mental capacities of humans pose difficulties in deciphering
and interpreting an unknown environment.” (Erevelles, Fukawa and Swayne, 2016,
p.897). Insight requires an element of human creativity to take the lateral leap from
problem to solution. Yet, creativity is being restricted by corporate culture (Acar,
Tarakci and van Knippenberg, 2018). The use of data thrives in management, partially
due to a perception of objectivity. Rory Sutherland, Vice-Chairman of Ogilvy, joked
that the spreadsheet has been a disaster for marketers; giving “power exclusively to
those who could make numerical arguments.” (Campaign, 2014). However, not all
organisations restrict creativity, and not all insights are bland.
Insights do not have to be life changing. Think with Google questioned some of the
leading marketing strategists/researchers about insights. Andy Davidson, Head of UK
Practice at Flamingo, a global insight agency that works closely with Google,
challenged the idea that insights have to be deep. “That's only true if you believe you're
searching for an answer that lies deep in the consumer's subconscious and you've got
to plug in electrodes and use neuroscience equipment to unlock it.” (Davidson, 2014,
p.1).
Insights do not have to be new or be life changing. But, they cannot be boring.

5.2 ACCEPTABLE OPPOSITIONS ARE INTERESTING
5.2.1 What is interesting?
What do Ferdinand Tönnies, Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud and Max
Webber each have in common?
A. Born on a Tuesday
B. Indifferent to marmite
C. Identified by Murray Davis (1971) as having produced interesting theories
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If you answered C, you are catching on to the rhythm of this argument.
In his 1971 paper, That’s Interesting, Murray Davis set out to understand what is
interesting. By analysing famous theories in the social sciences, Davis was able to
identify what made interesting theories different from non-interesting theories.
Interestingness, according to Davis, is all about attention. Specifically, attracting
attention. Attention has to be attracted from somewhere. Yet it is hard to know where,
as it takes attention to know where your attention lies. Davis suggests Garfinkel’s
(1967) theory. Humans are in a state of low consciousness, taking the world around
them for granted, until their attention is alerted. More recent research has reached
similar findings about our unconsciousness running on autopilot until we need to
engage our attention (Kahneman, 2013). By being interesting, a theory not only comes
under the attention of its audience, but it creates implications which can be acted
upon. By being interesting, an audience will listen and act.
Davis’ argument is that in order to attract attention, and be considered interesting, a
theory should challenge the audience’s assumptions. If a theory merely confirms what
was already known/assumed it is not interesting. Interesting is offensive. It
constitutes “an attack on the taken-for-granted” (p.311). The interesting has to operate
on two levels; firstly it must challenge the commonly held position and secondly it
must provide practical implications. A theory is not interesting if it challenges an
assumption but does not create consequence. The audience will dismiss it as
irrelevant. The attack on the assumption was made explicit in the interesting theories
that Davis identified. Each of the papers set up a commonly held assumption and then
knocked it down with their new theory. Davis suggested that each theory could fit into
one of the two following formulas:
What seems to be X is in reality Non-X
Or
What is accepted as X is actually Non-X
(Davis, 1971, p.313)
Davis says that a theory is not interesting if the offensiveness is removed and the
theory does not challenge any of the assumption-ground. The other two ways that will
deem a theory non-interesting is if the theory is completely unrelated to the
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assumption-ground or if the theory completely denies the whole assumption-ground.
The former would be seen as irrelevant and the latter, absurd (Davis, 1971).
So, to be interesting a proposition must challenge assumptions. But, for it to be
considered interesting it cannot be wholly radical. It must oppose, but oppose
acceptably. To be acceptably oppositional is to be interesting.
Davis’ theory was aimed at social science propositions, however he argued that the
same theory, if abstracted, could be applied to wider phenomena. During a radio
documentary, by Will Self, exploring what is means to be an eccentric, the artist
Grayson Perry states something very similar to Davis’ theory.
The clever, interesting people will always move into the space that is being
left vacant. It’s like a game of chess, cultural chess. There are loads of things
that as we speak are becoming interesting.
Grayson Perry, (The Death of the Eccentric, 2019)
Grayson Perry is not a social scientist creating theories about power structures or the
economy. Perry is a potter. Yet, his argument shares the same space as Davis. Perry is
saying that to be interesting, you have to go against the grain. Perry went on to discuss
the fight between opposition and acceptability. The longer he stayed in opposition the
more acceptable it became, until it no longer was oppositional. As an artist, he had to
balance finding opposition with enough acceptability to be considered interesting.
Oppositional enough to be interesting, but not too much as to be wholly rejected. Just
as the sociologists that Davis studied had to grapple between being too acceptable and
boring and too oppositional and rejected, so to do the creators of culture.
But acceptable oppositions are not just for sociologists and transvestite potters from
Chelmsford. For an audience to listen and act, and insight must be interesting.
5.2.2 Why are insights inherently interesting?
Google asked the Chief Strategy Officer of JWT to explain what an insight is. You know
what she said? “weird-normal” (Follows, 2014). Reverse the order and hey presto, you
have a descendent of interesting. Just as a square is a rectangle, an insight is
interesting.
Acceptable oppositions are interesting.
Weird-Normal is an acceptable opposition.
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Therefore,
Weird-Normal is interesting.
Here we have a senior strategist at one of the most influential advertising agencies in
the world describing insights in such a similar way to how Davis described the
interesting. To be weird is to be oppositional, to go against what is considered
ordinary. However, to simultaneously be considered normal suddenly makes it
acceptable.
Comparing Fahey’s (2019) definition of an insight with Davis’ definition of interesting
reveals how similar the two are. Fahey talks of a new understanding that makes a
difference and Davis says it must challenge assumptions and have practical
implications. There is near uniformity as both academics consider it vital for insights
and the interesting to make an impact and create change. There is divergence between
newness and opposition. Davis said that a proposition that did not challenge held
assumptions would be classed as non-interesting, even if that information was new.
Fahey meanwhile states that new data will attract attention. Yet, it is possible that
Fahey implies that new information should challenge previously held assumptions.
The example Fahey gives in his paper presents a situation that would fit into Davis’
formula. A technology firm is under the assumption that despite the advancement of
technology, there will not be a new product in their category for three years. The
marketing team uncovered an insight that proved this assumption wrong. If three
technologies were to converge, they would create a new product in the category within
three years. So, even though Fahey does not state it explicitly, his example shows that
an insight must challenge an assumption to be interesting. The insight was “quite a
surprise to the executive team.” (Fahey, 2019, p.28).
Perry had more than one thing to say about interestingness. He said that the
interesting changes over time. “Things that would be on the dark side when we were
young, is now Saturday night, light entertainment… The one thing you won’t see on X
Factor is underarm hair2.” (The Death of the Eccentric, 2019).

2

Clearly still too radical an assumption that women should be allowed not to shave.
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5.3 BENIGN VIOLATIONS ARE FUNNY
5.3.1 What is funny?
Aristotle identified in Rhetoric that people could be made to laugh by creating
expectations and then violating them (Morreall, 2016). Beattie (1776) thought that
laughter was produced from an observation of an incongruous combination.
According to the Scottish philosopher an unusual combination engages attention,
creating laughter. Kant (1790) argued that laughter came from the sudden and absurd
release of expected strain; a combination of Aristotle’s violated expectations and
Beattie’s incongruous combinations.
Victor Raskin (1986) applied this theory directly to jokes. Raskin said that jokes have
two opposing narratives; the set-up and the punch line. The audience must receive a
shock of incongruous recognition in the punchline for it to work.
But not all incongruities are funny. A monster with a baby’s voice is funny, whereas a
baby with a monsters’ voice is scary (Carroll, 1990). Kirkegarrd (1846) made the
distinction that humour is an incongruous observation that is painless. So the baby
with a monster’s voice is a tragedy/horror as it increases the pain. From cute baby to
potentially painful monster. Whereas the potentially painful monster is made painless
by the baby’s voice. Hazlitt (1819) argued that weeping and laughter are innately
human as the human being is the only animal that can tell the difference between how
things are and how they should be. When the incongruence is serious, tragedy is
created and when it is absurd, comedy is made.
Peter McGraw, Professor of Marketing and Psychology at the University of Colorado
Boulder, has drawn from incongruity theory, and its criticisms, to develop Benign
Violation Theory (McGraw and Warren, 2010). The essence of the theory is that for a
violation of an expectation to make us laugh, it must simultaneously be considered
benign. Similar to Hazlitt (1819) and Kierkegaard (1846), the theory accepts that not
all incongruities generate laughter. The theory also links with the claims of
philosophers such as Henri Bergson as to why some people laugh and others do not
when making the same observation. Bergson (1911) had linked it to an individual’s
ability to detach themselves from a situation, i.e. making it increasingly benign and
less likely for it to cause pain. McGraw and Warren (2010) argue that some people
find certain things benign while others do not. Yet, people laugh in situations that are
not benign. As the Titanic was sinking many returned to the deck to be chummy and
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have a laugh with their friends (Frey, Savage and Torgler, 2011). Soldiers have been
noted for their humour in the least benign situations (Hardy, 1915). These are two
examples of friendship groups laughing. Research has shown that you are more likely
to laugh if you like the person telling the joke (Provine, 2001). So humour can be used
as a coping mechanism, especially with friends (Demjén, 2016).
5.3.2 Why are funny things inherently interesting?
Both benign violations (funny) and acceptable oppositions (interesting) are
incongruous combinations. Funny sits under interesting. All funny things attract
interest, but not all interesting things are funny. Just as insights have to create a
reaction, albeit a conscious one, in the audience, and interesting theories have to make
an impact, funny things have to create a response to be considered funny3.
The one-armed-bandit-of-interestingness below shows how the interesting, insights
and the funny all are incongruous combinations.

Figure 1 One-armed-bandit-of-interestingness
The summary of Davis’ (1971) theory, Acceptable opposition, has been placed in the
centre. Above it, in reverse order, is Follows’ (Chief Strategy Officer, JWT) description
of an insight, Weird-Normal. Below Acceptable Opposition is Benign Violation. On
the extremities are possible alternative word combinations, similar to interesting,
funny and insight.

3

Is a groan enough of a response to a bad pun to class it as funny?
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5.4 COMEDIANS MAKE INTERESTING INSIGHTS
Jokes are comedic insights. Comedians come up with them for a living. Stephanie
Koziski (1984) found that comedians were social observers. She studied American
stand-up comedians with the purpose of improving anthropological procedures.
Comedians create their sets to be relevant to the audience, grounding their jokes in
normal and obvious phenomena. The comedians used humour to draw the audiences’
attention to things that were too dull for them to have noticed before. Kozinski found
that comedians could make the invisible, visible.
Kelsey Timler (2012), also an anthropologist, studied how comedians approached
taboos. Similarly to Koziski, Timler analysed comedic performances. The “…use of
hyperbole and humour creates a safe space in which sensitive socio-political topics
can be explored, and… the comedian presents a dynamic oral narrative that allows for
interactions with current events and the audience.” (p.50). “Koziski (1984:63) posits
that the anthropologist, ‘by training’ is a ‘sympathetic outsider,’ and suggests that, in
contrast, the stand-up comedian is, ‘by temperament, a cynical insider’. This positions
the anthropologist and the stand-up comedian as very different, even opposite.”
(p.53). Timler says that comedians were performing “…ethnographic cultural
critiques within their own cultures.” (p.50).
Comedians reveal benign violations to expose the dark and dull. Koziski found that
comedians were finding violations within the benign. Timler showed how comedians
could create a benign context for violations to be addressed. The ability of comedians
to reveal the dark and dull through benign violations should be of interest to
marketers. Market research can struggle to reveal the dark and dull (Sunderland and
Denny, 2016). Goffin, Lemke and Koners (2010) argue that traditional market
research methods, such as surveys and focus groups, are poor at revealing hidden
needs and wants (usually not previously identified by either the researcher or
customer). These needs can be hidden either because they are too benign to be
noticeable or too violative to be talked about openly (Bowron, Marx and Rose, 1957).
Understanding how comedians reveal benign violations could help marketers access
the dark and dull behaviors and wants of their consumer.
Both Koziski and Timler focused on the comedians output, instead of how the
comedians set about drawing comedic insights from their observations. They
interpreted the performance not the process.
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5.5 MANAGEMENT HAS STUDIED COMEDIANS
This would not be the first time management scholarship has studied comedians.
Butler and Russell (2018) found that comedians, with financial insecurity, hide and
disguise negative mental states to build relations with promoters and management
whilst showing a willingness to work. Butler and Russell argue that their findings are
relevant to the wider creative sector where financial insecurity is prevalent.
Mills, Patterson and Quinn (2015) studied the effect on celebrity brand values that
scandals have. The study proposes that if people believe that the celebrity’s character
is real, they are less likely to hold them to the same moral standards as everyone else.
Russell Brand’s idiosyncrasies helped to produce a character that can survive
scandals. Brand turned the regular scandals into a positive trait for his character.
There are many studies that have connected marketing communications with comedy.
Barbra Stern (1996) analysed the consumer response to advertising comedy, focusing
on comedy (Dramatics) not humour. Hatzithomas, Zotos and Boutsouki’s (2011)
studied the comedic methods used in print advertising and the influence of cultural
dimensions. Schwarz, Hoffmann and Hutter (2015) studied how gender influences
someone’s reaction to various forms of humour in advertising. Men and women both
react positively to wit. However, men prefer satire and women prefer sentimental
humour. Perry, Jenzowsky and King (1997) explored the benefits of pairing comical
advertisements with comedy programs. Park and Berger (2010) studied
brand/product placement and viewer recognition depending on the genre of film. One
of the genres was comedy.
Strick et al. (2013) proposed that brands using humour, repeatedly, in advertising
created positive associations and improved spontaneous brand choice. The more
incongruous the message, the more attention the audience gave it. However, more
incongruous messages meant that the audience was more likely to remember the
humour and not the message.
Even though there have been various studies conducted by the management discipline
into comedy and comedians, no marketing research has yet explored the creative
process comedians use to generate comic insights. Often, the comedians’ ability has
been taken for granted, as though it was an innate ability that cannot be learnt. When
comedians have been studied, the study has usually focused on the performance the
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comedian gives. There is a gap in the research. Marketers can learn from the methods
of comedians. But, first. The methods comedians use must be identified.
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6 METHODOLOGY
6.1 INTRODUCTION
There are not enough words and hours to finish the joke. The punchline of the greater
question will have to wait. This paper is the set-up. Comedians and marketers both
generate insights. We need to know if, and how, the methods of the former can
improve the latter. But, we first must ask an initial question. How do comedians
produce their insights? This question gets murkier the deeper you go. What
constitutes a comedian, insight and a creative process is in the eye of the beholder.
How do we get as close as possible to a good answer?
The table below gives you the main structure of the study.
Table 1 Key method choices
Philosophical stance

Interpretative
▪

Ontology – No single reality

▪

Epistemology – Subjective

Approach

Inductive

Data Type

Qualitative

Strategy

Thematic Analysis

6.1.1 Research Question
So, if we cannot, yet, answer the whole question, how can comedians improve the
process of generating market insights?, we must first determine what we can ask. The
purpose of the question is to lay a solid foundation for future research to build upon.
To compare, we need a pair. Currently the market insight creative process is standing
at the side of the dance hall, sipping at a lemonade, waiting for a partner. This study
aims to answer the following research question:
Q1 How do comedians reveal the funny?
How encompasses when, where, who, what and why. The aim is to distil the creative
process of comedians.
6.1.2 Comedians
Comedians were chosen because they find comedic insights for a living. There are
writers who also search for comedic ideas, but the comedian was chosen because there
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is less between themselves and the audience. A playwright’s work must pass through
a director and actor. We are cutting out the middleman.
This paper is using the normative definition of a comedian. Specifically, the stand-up
comedians, performing on the comedy circuit, their own tours and at comedy festivals.
Many of the comedians are involved with other forms of comedy such as panel shows,
writing TV programs and acting. The focus is on the methods used in stand-up but
will occasionally engage with their other work. This is because the approaches used in
standup, can be used in the creative process of their other work4.
6.1.3 The funny
The funny is the term used to describe the benign violations5 based on the theory by
Peter McGraw and Caleb Warren discussed in the literature review. It refers to the
comedic idea, joke, delivery and reaction. However, it is worth mentioning that what
each comedian considers to be The Funny may vary.
6.1.4 Focus
The focus of this study is on comedians. This study is being conducted in association
with the business school and with the aim of contributing to the improvement of
marketing and business practices. It aims to answer the set research question. The
discussion will not include references to marketing or business practices. This work is
not attempting to be connected to the larger study of marketing campaigns,
promotion, or advertising. However, it will be the role of future research to take the
findings from this study and make the further connection with marketing practice.
The conclusion will include recommendations for future research and the building of
a connection between marketing and comedy.
The research will also be focused on the work that leads up to the delivery of a joke,
not the delivery itself. Therefore, do not expect an analysis of comedians material but
instead their creative process. Elements of material, however, have been used to
contextualise and exemplify arguments made in the discussion. Whilst this study
considers how improvisation fits into the creative process, the focus will remain
weighted towards written deliberate jokes.

4
5

A good sign for widening its use!
Things that are simultaneously odd and okay.
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6.2 PHILOSOPHY
Comedians. The funny. Creative processes. Not bedfellows of objective truth. They
have no single reality, dependent on the social world, and therefore subjective. How
do comedians reveal the funny? This question in itself is tied up with philosophical
assumptions that will shape the research design and findings. As you will see, the
ontological assumption of this paper accepts that there will be more than one reality
of what a comedian is and does. There is more than one reality of what is funny. Not
only is there no single reality, being able to find out what these realities are is
restricted by the researcher’s inability to see through anyone else’s eyes.
Comedians are social actors whose role is dependent on the interpretation of others
(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The job of a comedian only exists through a
society creating and reinforcing the role. There cannot be a comedian without an
audience, either in the present or the future (Scarpetta and Spagnolli, 2009; Mintz,
1985). Studies by Mintz (1985) and Scarpetta and Spagnolli (2009) have shown that
a comedian is as reliant on an audience, as they are on the comedian, to create and
fulfil their societal role. As will be shown in the discussion, comedians can even
separate their onstage persona from themselves. When the same physical being is off
stage, shopping in Tesco 6 , the comedian may not even exist. The existence of the
comedian can live above and beyond their physical origin. Basil Brush has a show this
year at the Edinburgh Fringe, covering the raunchiest of topics, nineteen years after
his creator, Ivan Owen, died.
What constitutes as a violation is always changing. Violations may have previously
been linked to phenomena surrounding sex and interracial relationships, whereas
now the it may address the rejection of liberal values (i.e. Racism, homophobia)
(Barra and Bucaria, 2016). They change depending on the culture and individuals
involved (Barra and Bucaria, 2016). Attempts have been made to find universal
taboos, and whilst anthropologists have identified common taboos, i.e. incest and
cannibalism, they are not universal (Leavitt, 2007).
The creative process is a subjective phenomenon (Chakraborty, 2017). Positivist
approaches find it difficult to study the processes used to generate creative outcomes.
The creative process of the comedians is likely to be far more complex and instinctive

6

Other multinational groceries conglomerates are available.
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than they will be able to articulate themselves (Panke, 2018). Our own interpretation
of their process will be just that, an interpretation.
There is a debate in the social sciences between individualists and holists (Zahle and
Collin, 2014). For the purpose of this study, a holist approach to social ontology will
be applied to the audience. Often the audience is addressed in transcripts as a single
entity and shall be treated so. However, future research could look to explore whether
this is the correct approach and the actions of an audience go above and beyond the
individuals who constitute it.
As the research is dealing with a subjective ontology and epistemology it will sit within
interpretivist paradigm (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The findings will not
be an objective truth, but an interpretation that recognises the subject matter lives in
a social world. The researcher and reader cannot be separated from this social world.

6.3 RESEARCH DESIGN
6.3.1 Approach
The research will take an inductive approach. This is because there is no current
theory to test (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Nobody has yet developed a
theory, in academia, as to how comedians draw comedic insights from their
observations and turn them into jokes. Instead, this study must use inductive logic to
spot patterns in its observations from which a theory can be developed (Saunders,
Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Therefore, the study will make generalisations in the
knowledge that it is only an interpretation of a subjective truth.
6.3.2 Data Type
This will require the use of qualitative data. This is because there is currently not
enough existing literature to build the questions that would be asked in a quantitative
survey (Panke, 2018). Mixed data could have been used, first developing the theory
with qualitative data and expanding it with quantitative. However, with limited words
and hours, it is important to focus this research on developing a rich understanding
of the possible methods comedians take to revealing the funny. Future research could
look to take the theory developed in this study and test it on a large sample of
comedians using quantitative data. This would strengthen the generalisations that the
inductive logic will make.
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6.3.3 Strategy
There are multiple routes that could have been taken to answer the research question;
How do comedians reveal the funny? But what is most clear is that the chosen
strategy should be focusing on a sample of comedians. There are, of course, alternative
people the study could have chosen to investigate such as comedy critics, academics,
and the friends, families and colleagues of comedians. However, critics would mainly
understand the performative aspect of the comedian, instead of the creative process
to create the material that will be performed. The small number of academics that
have engaged with comedians, have also mainly focused on performance (Wilkie,
2019). Friends, families and colleagues (managers/club owners etc.) could offer an
interesting perspective on the methods of comedians, especially in understanding the
hidden habits that may go unnoticed by the comedians themselves. However, at such
an early stage, comedians are the best place to start. The comedian is more intimately
associated with their own craft. As it is an interpretive study, interpreting, a noncomedian’s interpretations of comedians’ interpretation seem to be one step further
removed than necessary.
The first thought would be to conduct primary research. Possible methods could be
interviews or maybe even ethnographies. This certainly would give the study the
deepest and most relevant data needed to answer the research question. However, for
a number of reasons, it was decided that primary data would not be used to answer
this question. Firstly, data already exists that would give the study a strong chance to
answer this question. There are hundreds of thousands of interviews with comedians,
often talking about their methods. Many comedians have even written books where at
points they discuss their creative process (Ince, 2019; Lee, 2011; McIntyre, 2011).
Also, it is the intention of this study to attract the eyes of readers. Therefore, being
able to use the household names of well-known comedians will help draw attention.
Trying to gain access to a number of well-known comedians during a tight timeframe
would be difficult, especially as many successful comedians tour internationally for
much of the year. There are obvious benefits to collecting primary data, such as more
relevant and richer observations, more control for the researcher and the kudos of
having conducted primary research. However, the question can be answered without
primary data. This means the study can use well-known comedians, and more time
could be spent on the analysis of the data.
There are millions of hours of footage of material and endless promotional interviews
given by comedians. As the research is trying to understand the creative process that
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comedians go through to turn observations into insights, the first cull will be
comedians performing their material. Leaving interviews, monologues, books and
blogs of comedians discussing their work and themselves. To narrow this down
further, data sources which are rich in detail and depth are favoured. This removes
the majority of press interviews, that are either too short or too edited to provide
enough rich data. This leaves, mostly, books and podcasts.
Books seem like a credible choice except that largely they are forms of autobiography,
with a significant amount of the data seemingly irrelevant to the research question.
The best books to study would have been Stewart Lee’s How I escaped my certain fate
(2011) and Robin Ince’s I’m a joke and so are you (2019). Stewart Lee’s book is written
in the voice of a character, so while providing some illumination of Lee’s material, it
is too performative. Not to mention, Lee on his own would be far from representative
of the comedy circuit. Ince’s book looks into the psychology of comedians in depth,
but this depth misses the broader picture of the total creative process.
Podcasts offer the most practical method of data collection. They are reasonable in
length (1 hour – 2 hours), and some podcasts even focus on the creative process. They
offer rich data. There is of course less control than a primary interview can provide.
But on balance, the access to big names and the richness in detail it provides
outweighs the loss of control. The data is already available to answer the question. The
case selection is synchronic as multiple units of observation will be made (different
comedians) over a single time frame (Panke, 2018). The transcripts do however
consider how the processes of comedians develop over time.
Thematic analysis offers the most well-suited method of analysis as the study is
inductive and looking to spot patterns across observations (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Discourse analysis could have been an alternative method to use, but it places too
much focus on the meanings of the words chosen, whereas this study is more
interested in the common themes (Joffe, 2011). We will go into more detail about
thematic analysis later on.

6.4 DATA COLLECTION
6.4.1 Choosing podcasts
Despite narrowing down the potential sources of data to just podcasts, there still
remains a number of potential podcasts that can provide the source of data needed to
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answer the research question. There are thousands of comedy/comedian podcasts on
Spotify alone. The podcasts are not filterable 7 , so instead of filtering down the
podcasts, podcasts are chosen purposively (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The Comedian’s Comedian podcast by Stewart Goldsmith stood out. It is one
comedian interviewing another. Having a comedian conduct the interview creates
questions that come from a point of shared understanding. Another strength of the
format of the Comedian’s Comedian podcasts is that it gives the study an additional
comedian to study in the sample, as Goldsmith opens up about his own practices. The
podcast is aimed at aspiring comedians, who want to learn the tricks of the trade from
successful comedians. Goldsmith interviews a range of talents and levels of success.
The majority of the podcasts are recorded in private, that means the comedians can
distance themselves from their act. In episodes that are recorded in front of a live
audience comedians can, at first, struggle to separate themselves from their act.
Originally, comedians who spoke in front of an audience were not going to be chosen.
However, Goldsmith quickly gets them to be themselves and the change in persona
demonstrates the use of voice. The podcast website helpfully provides a summary of
the conversation and comedian. A set of tags is also provided that relate to topics
covered in the podcast that are also discussed in other podcasts. This helps when
filtering down the sample without having to listen to all of the 300 hour long+
podcasts.
6.4.2 Choosing comedians
As of June 2019, there are 297 podcasts episodes on Comedian’s Comedian. Nearly all
of the episodes are different comedians. Rarely is a comedian interviewed twice. As
each transcript takes around ten hours to complete, transcribing comedians for 123
days, non-stop, is not practical. Further filtering is needed to create a manageable
sample. Only those that discuss their creative process of making their material are
selected. This still leaves too many comedians (in the hundreds). Comedians are then
further filtered to only include ones with the following tags; Writing Jokes, Writing,
Observational. These tags have been chosen as they are the closest to the creative
process and generating comedic insights. This still leaveas over eighty comedians. The
next step is to filter out, those who are not nationally successful. The criteria for
nationally successful are comedians with regular TV and Radio appearances. This of
course relies on the researcher having a good understanding of the comedy scene.
7

At least there were no practical methods of filtering thousands of podcasts automatically
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Perhaps a better method in future research would be filtering the podcasts to the most
listened to, this data, however, is not publicly available. For the final filtering process
the researcher listens to each of the remaining podcasts. Those which appear to be
unfruitful in the data they provided are then removed. This can be for reasons such as
not talking about the creative process.
The figure below, visualises the filtering process.

Figure 2 The sample filter process
6.4.3 Sample
A purposive sampling method has been chosen (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill,
2019). In the table below, the purpose of each sample member has been set out.
However, there is still to some an extent a level of convenience sampling as only
comedians who have been interviewed by Stewart Goldsmith are chosen. The sample
tries to represent the variety of the comedy circuit, although there are no robust
figures. Roughly 10% of the circuit is female and there is a weighting to white men
(The Independent, 2017). The sample attempts to represent a range of comedic styles,
backgrounds and demographics.
Table 2 List of Sample
Comedians

Descriptors
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Isy Suttie

Isy Suttie is a female comedian who has achieved
national success having appeared on shows such
as Live at the Apollo. Isy Suttie is known for her
quirky humour and comedy songs. Suttie is part
of the sample because she is very open about her
creative process and how her life has influenced
her process. Isy Suttie comes from a provincial
English town and this is represented in her
comedy style.

Jimmy Carr

Jimmy Carr is the most different to the rest of the
sample. Firstly, he is the only one liner comedian
in the sample. He is an ex-Shell marketer, not
afraid to punch down, and is very open about how
his perspective of life shapes his comedy. Carr was
educated at Cambridge. Carr talks about taking
the audience over ravine which makes a strong
link with Benign Violation Theory.

Jo Brand

The other female comedian in the sample. Jo
Brand is one of the veterans of the comedy circuit,
entering the scene during the alternative-comedy
movement. She is very honest in her podcast
about her approach to sourcing jokes and
discusses in detail how her previous life
experience as a psychiatric nurse has influenced
her creative process. There is a useful part of her
podcast where she talks about taking comedic
inspiration from rage.

Robin Ince

Robin Ince talks about comedian’s onstage
personas and how life has influenced their
perspective. Ince links comedy with creative
problem solving. Robin Ince has a gentle humour
and has moved away from atheist material.
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Romesh Ranganathan

Romesh Ranganathan has developed a wellknown stage persona of being grumpy. An exteacher Romesh makes the connection between
funny and interesting. He talks about developing
his stage persona and writing jokes.
Ranganathan’s interview is in front of a live
audience and it is interesting to see his stage
persona removed.

Mark Steel

Mark Steel’s stage persona builds upon his
working-class roots. Steel explores the
relationship between combinations and comedy.
Despite thinking comedy is an innate ability, his
podcast opens up about methods that can be
borrowed.

Stewart Goldsmith

Stewart Goldsmith is stand-up comedian who has
set up one of the most successful comedy
podcasts. The podcast has helped him reach
success himself. He is deeply curious about the
creative practices of other comedians, often
relating his findings back to his own practices.

Stewart Lee

Stewart Lee is not only an influential comedian,
but also his approach to comedy is ripe with
potential to learn about comedy as a practice. Like
Jo Brand, Lee comes from the alternative comedy
movement and has developed a postmodern style
of comedy that is very aware of the industry
norms.

6.4.4 Transcribing
The transcribing process uses two methods. The first method involves two computer
screens. One screen has open the podcast, either on the podcast website, or using
YouTube (which had bigger pause/play buttons). The other screen has Microsoft
Word.
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Play podcast for about five seconds. Pause podcast. Type transcription. Play
podcast. Repeat
This takes about seven seconds for every one second of podcast played. This is too
long, so a second method is used. The second method just uses one screen on the
laptop. The podcast can be controlled via a button on the keyboard. And instead of
typing the transcription, the podcast can be paused and repeated orally to which
Microsoft Word transcribes. This is much faster. Every one second of podcast can
take just three seconds of transcribing. However, it means that there are errors in
punctuation and times when words can be misheard by the laptop. Most of these are
fixed when re-reading the transcripts. However it is likely that some punctuation will
be missing.
The transcriptions follow the style set out by Hepburn and Bolden (2017), although
slight adjustments are made and a key with the transcript is included.

6.5 THEMATIC ANALYSIS
Based on the process identified by Braun and Clarke (2006), the chosen research
method will be described in detail. Thematic analysis is not a straightforward linear
process, and throughout the research there is a back and forward between the steps,
as the process is refined.
6.5.1 Familiarising with the data
Following the collection and transcription of the Comedian’s Comedian podcast, the
researcher familiarises themselves with the data. Identifying and transcribing the
podcasts when collecting the data will mean that the researcher has already become
familiar with the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). To be fully immersed in the data, it
takes repeated reading of the transcripts, actively searching for potential themes and
patterns that linked to the research question; How do comedians reveal the funny?
During the transcribing process, key parts of the text are highlighted to remind the
researcher of their presence during the later stages of the research. At the same time,
notes are made in a notebook of potential themes.
6.5.2 Generating initial codes
From the initial comments and highlights made in the first phase, the researcher can
begin to organise the basic elements of the data into meaningful groupings. The first
groupings included themes such as character, funny combinations, seriousness, joke

Page 30 of 234
topics, emotional inspiration, hecklers and many more. It is useful at this stage to
create as many potential codes as possible, as it may prove useful later on in the
research, at one point over 150 separate codes are created. It was also important to
make sure that the data extracts had contextual information to explain them, this
usually means including the immediate question or discussion before. The extracts of
data can be coded into more than one meaningful group. The sorting of codes is done
on the software program NVivo 12. The program has been created for the purpose of
thematic analysis.
6.5.3 The search for themes
Once a list of all the identifiable codes has been created, they can then be sorted into
their relevant themes. The purpose of this phases is to find the overarching themes
within the codes. Some codes may go onto be the core themes, whilst other codes will
be subsidiaries. Often codes are able to be merged into parent codes as they usually
sit within larger themes such as audience being merged into context. However, some
codes that are originally placed as the children of other codes end up swallowing their
parents; such as Voice swallowing Character and Life/Lifestyle.
6.5.4 Themes
Three core themes are identified; Voice, Idea and Context. Essentially, who, what and
where.
Table 3 Theme Descriptors
Theme

Descriptor

Sub-themes

Voice

The who. Elements that provide

Life and Lifestyle: The lives

information on the formation of

comedians live and the lives

the comedian.

they have lived.
i.

Childhood: The
childhood of comedians.

ii.

Work: Work’s influence
on comedians, both
previous roles and the
role of a comedian.
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iii.

Psychological:
Psychological
perspectives

Character: The formation and
development of the comedian’s
onstage persona.
Idea

The what. Elements that provide

Source: The inspiration for

information about the formation

ideas and initial observations.

of jokes.

Reframing: Information about
how ideas are moulded into
jokes.
Development: Information
about how jokes are tested,
developed and refined.

Context

The where. Elements that

Audience: Information about

provide information about the

the audience and their

formation of the setting.

interaction with the comedian
Staging: Information about the
stage and the room where
comedians perform.

Each code is placed into these themes on the NVivo 12 Software. When codes are
found in two or more themes, a note is made of the code so that it can be included in
the discussion.

6.6 ETHICS
This study has been classed as Level 1 Research Ethics Assessment by the University
of Edinburgh. However, further ethical considerations have been explored.
As the data does not come from a primary source, the participants have not given
their direct consent to take part in this study (Crow et al., 2006). However, the study
is working on the assumption that the comedians gave their consent to Stewart
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Goldsmith, under the full knowledge that the recording would be made publicly
available. Consultation with the University of Edinburgh ethics team has confirmed
this.
However, this study is being conducted within the business school, with the purpose
of eventually improving the effectiveness of marketers. Some comedians may feel
uncomfortable that they are aiding the improvement of business practices (Crow et
al., 2006). Therefore, any strong opponents to business practices, such as Mark
Thomas will be excluded from the study.
There is also a possible ethical tension for using Stewart Goldsmith’s podcast for free.
Goldsmith often asks listeners to support him if possible, although he provides it for
free. Having used the podcast intensely, it is probably best that a donation is provided
to Goldsmith8.

8

This will be done once I am back in the working world.
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7 DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS
The creative process that comedians go through to generate comedic insights and
reveal benign violations can be split into three themes. Voice, Idea and Context. The
comedic ideas came from a perspective that the comedians had cultivated (voice) and
were shaped by where, when and to whom the jokes were delivered. Despite intending
to exclude the performance of jokes it was quickly understood that the performance
of a comedic insight is integral to its development.

7.1 VOICE
The comedians all to some extent had led, or were leading, benignly violated lives.
Each of the comedians sourced their comedic insights from the cultivated perspective.
Often, these cultivations were as a result of what life had imparted to the comedians.
This could be in the form of surviving traumatic events as a childhood or working with
dangerous patients. Boredom as a child and in work can shape a comedian’s
perspective. The role of a comedian itself also contributes to a benignly violated life.
The characters they portray onstage may influence how they live their life off the stage
and the travel and working hours can be lonely.
7.1.1

Childhood

Both Robin Ince and Stewart Goldsmith were both involved in a collision when they
were children. Separately, of course. At ages three and eleven, respectively. Both
comedians had been left with PTSD. The word crash is interesting in itself. It cropped
up in many of the transcripts, usually as the topic of a joke. Car crashes, banking
crashes, plane crashes, crash helmets and crashing the national theatre. It almost
describes the action of creating incongruous combinations. The two comedians
attributed their Hypervigilance to their childhood crashes. Hypervigilance is Ince’s
description of being extraordinarily aware of themselves and the world around them.
Scenarios such as the phone ringing and hearing loud noises would lead to them
immediately anticipating the worst-case scenario, i.e. death of a loved one or a
robbery. Hypervigilance has left them with an intense awareness of violations within
the world. Ince suggested that being a comedian gives him the opportunity to present
these violations as benign.
If anything it’s two hours a day where I can go “isn’t it amazing that we can
live in this universe… isn’t it rare… rah rah rah rah rah”, and it allows you to
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create from all the negative things. Perhaps you go “this, the antimatter of
that, also allows the matter”.
Robin Ince, 4191 – 4194
Stewart Lee also mentioned a traumatic experience as a child, perhaps not to the same
level as Ince and Goldsmith. Lee had been kicked into a urinal as a child and urinated
on. Although he did not open up about his own childhood experiences, Jimmy Carr
proposed a theory that most comedians had a sick parent when they were growing
up. Carr’s argument is that the comedian would have learnt to use humour as a coping
mechanism. Demjen’s (2016) research into humour as a coping mechanism backs this
up.
Not every comedian had traumatic childhoods. Isy Suttie’s childhood was spent
coping with the boredom that arises from growing up in Matlock. She jumped off
Matlock bridge for £1, was commissioned to write love songs for her school friends
and performed completely drunk as the 13-year-old frontman of her band, Isy Suttie
and the Muppets. She had a drive from a young age to leave Matlock for a life of
adventure and excitement.
IS
I was always saying, “can’t we move to America, can’t we move to London?”
She used to always say “No. You’ve got to stay here and go when you’re 18”.
I think I just really wanted, I just wanted to be as rich as I could possibly be,
to be as vibrant as I could possibly be to push myself.
SG
Do you mean rich financially?
IS
No. No. I mean rich… spiritually. That probably sounds really pretentious. I
think I wanted to make sure that I didn’t look back on my deathbed and wish
that I had done that.
Isy Suttie and Stewart Goldsmith, 246 – 256
7.1.2 Work
Jobs had an influence on the comedians perspectives. Jo Brand was a psychiatric
nurse. Having been in a role, dealing with individuals on a 24-hour emergency ward,
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Brand found the fears of comedy to be benign in comparison. Jo said herself, the
greatest lesson she learnt from her time as a psychiatric nurse, was the ability to hide
fear. There were times when she genuinely feared that a patient was about to severely
hurt her. By hiding her fear, and acting as if everything was alright, Brand controlled
dangerous situations by making the violative seem benign.
Goldsmith recognised a similar trait in Romesh Ranganathan. Prior to, and during
the beginning of, his career as a comedian, Romesh Ranganathan was a Secondary
School Maths teacher.
RR
It is difficult isn't it because when I was a maths teacher I really wanted to
be a maths teacher because I had a really bad maths teacher. And I developed
a negative relationship with the subject as a result. Purely as how that
teacher was. I wanted to be the opposite of that. And then you're delivering
stuff to people that don't want to hear it. Adding fractions with different
denominators. That's not getting year 9 excited. You have to find a way of
delivering that in an interesting way. I do think you're looking at ways of
engaging people.
Romesh Ranganathan, 5028 – 5034
What an incongruous combination. Teaching people who do not want to be taught.
Ranganathan spent years trying to make the uninterested interested, the
uninteresting, interesting. As a maths teacher his role, and skill, was to be able to
reframe the subject in an interesting light.
Ranganathan left the relative safety of this job for comedy. Jimmy Carr also left a good
job for comedy. Carr was a successful marketer for the oil and gas company, Shell.
Stewart Lee noted in his interview that he remembered meeting Carr when Carr was
just starting out. The memory stuck. Whereas most novice (and experienced)
comedians were impoverished, Jimmy Carr turned up in a performance sports car.
Many of the comedians spoke of the loneliness that comes with the career of being a
stand-up comedian. They tend to do their gigs in the evenings, spending the day
alone, when most of the public are out at work. The comedians gain a different
perspective to the masses by living by a different clock.
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You go and do a show. You come back on your own. I don’t have a support on
tour. I just do two hours. So you’re out on your own.
Jimmy Carr, 949 – 950
Stewart Lee’s act enforces and builds upon the loneliness when he attacks other
comics and public figures in his material. Stewart Lee recollected not being able to
walk into a pub because he had insulted the majority of the patrons. Other comedians
did not have such problems. Jimmy Carr and Stewart Goldsmith had mentioned the
joy the get out of hanging out with other comedians. Lee felt that being close to those
he mocked would reduce the chances of his jokes being considered benign. Distance
kept him safe. Mark Steel made a similar comment, when he discussed hanging out
with politicians after Question Time.
MS
I think if you did that all the time, once is fine, if you did that all the time,
you’d get to know his neighbour’s name, you’d get to know his kid’s birthday,
and then you’re stuffed.
SG
You wouldn’t lay into him as much?
MS
No you wouldn’t, cause you’d be like “Oh yeah I know him and he’s alright”.
Mark Steel and Stewart Goldsmith, 3440 – 3447
This need to distance themselves from their victims, can become harder with kids and
fame. Stewart Lee was clearly worried about making life harder for his children,
friends, and family as he became more famous. He was reaching a wider audience and
was increasingly cautious of what he said as not to embarrass those close to him. He
reverted back to his own experiences, such as the urinal incident, to discuss the events
that those close to him were currently experiencing.
7.1.3 Psychological
As well as work and childhood, the psychological perspective of the comedians was
sometimes changed consciously. Jimmy Carr’s approach to comedy is very much
shaped by his relationship with NLP (Neuro-Linguistic-Programming). NLP was not
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that common amongst the sample, but it is not rare for a comedian to have dabbled
in it (Stewart Goldsmith, 2019).
It’s changing my perspective, not the world’s. Fundamentally you have to
decide, do people live in your world or do you live in theirs? You have to put
down a marker, this is how I am going to be. This is my little bit of the world,
and I am going to live my life in this way and hope that I am not hurting
anyone. It’s almost that Ayn Rand objectivism, and as a comedian, you have
to go, I find this kind of stuff really funny, I really like this style of comedy, I
like these kind of jokes, I really like telling them to audiences and I really like
the feedback. If I make myself laugh and make myself happy, that’s better for
everyone.
Jimmy Carr, 1807 – 1814
Carr discovered NLP on an away-day when he was at Shell and instantly felt connected
to the approach. He perceives himself as an entertainer. He is convinced there is no
underlying message in his work. Having this perspective, Carr says, is beneficial for a
comedian. It enables him to look at any given situation and consider the funny side of
it.
So even when you are watching the news and something horrific is happening,
you’re sort of going, “Ah. There might be something in this? There could be a
one liner in this. This tragic misery. Oh a plane crash? I think I’ve got some
stuff on a plane crash”.
Jimmy Carr, 2294 – 2296
7.1.4 Character
Distance helps comedians make jokes about dark subjects which supports Bergson’s
(1911) theory. One way of creating distance is through their character. Robin Ince
considers the character’s comedians portray onstage to be exaggerated versions of
themselves. Finding their voice on stage is often a process of the comedian getting the
balance right between being themselves and being their exaggerated character.
The degree to which the onstage persona is similar to the comedian varies. Romesh
Ranganathan, Jimmy Carr and Jo Brand were all told by Stewart Goldsmith that they
are much nicer in person than their stage persona suggests. Ranganathan was
interviewed in front of a live audience, and when he first came out he was in his stage
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character. It took a little convincing and nudging by Goldsmith for Ranganathan to
reveal his true self to the audience.
SG
But you would probably agree, sorry to blow the gaff here, but five minutes
ago, you were a little bit chippier than this. So there is an extent to which you
are putting on your public face.
RR
Uh, Well… Maybe. That’s a very good question Stu… I haven’t really thought
about it I suppose. I don’t, for example, I’m about to go on stage and think,
“right time to get cunty”.
SG
Potential title for the next tour? “Hey guys, time to get cunty!” Yeah!
RR
No. I guess it’s just how I feel comfortable on stage, I guess. That is it. Yeah.
That is it. Sort of stumbled across the answer.
Stewart Goldsmith and Romesh Ranganathan, 4975 – 4987
Stewart Lee considers himself to be 90% similar to his character, and therefore does
not regret giving the character the same name. But he enjoys the distance that having
the character gives him. He had performed a show in 2005, that was based on his
illness and career failure and he found it too hard “…break your heart every night on
stage for real…” (Stewart Lee, 6010). The character also gave Lee the opportunity to
say things that he would never say himself, or to dig himself into holes that Lee would
not go down.
Stewart Lee’s character was inspired in part by Michael Pennington’s character,
Johnny Vegas. During a poor performance, Vegas continued to stay on stage, after his
allotted time, desperately trying to get the audience to like him, because that is what
his character would do. Lee is clearly determined to be true to the character and what
it would do, even though the character is a figment of his own imagination. Lee
however did not think his character was similar to Al Murray, whose pub landlord
persona was nowhere near that of the Oxford graduate who plays him. Jo Brand also
picked up on Al Murray’s character.
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Do people realise that he is a character and it's meant to be ironic. And
sometimes I don't think they do.
Jo Brand, 3051 – 3052
Isy Suttie used characters which were separate from herself (Including a Jewish dog
from New York and Katie Price). They helped her to create distance and make her
comfortable onstage before she found her own voice. She found it easier to portray a
man than she did a woman, perhaps due to the increased distance and violation.
However, it took her a while to find her own voice.
I think I thought comics had to talk about big stuff and early on I had stuff
about BAE Systems, and I tried to do a bit of political stuff and I had quite a
bad bit about putting heroin addicted page 3 girls into the big brother house.
Isy Suttie, 458 – 461
But gradually Isy Suttie realised that her voice was closer to her actual self, opening
up about growing up in Matlock and the funny letters that she received from her mum.
Stewart Goldsmith recognised her extraordinary openness both and on and offstage.
He used her collection of bogeys behind the bed as an example. She was happy for
people to know the “…embarrassing shit…” (Stewart Goldsmith, 490) in her life.
Although, she said that since she has become a mum, she is more conscious of what
she shares in public.
One of Suttie’s favourite topics is relationships, especially the bitter-sweet nature of
them. A method, involving characters, that Suttie uses to deal with these themes is to
duet with herself, using multiple characters.
I can sort of act it out like it was a one person play with little bits of standup
in it.
Isy Suttie, 557 - 558
Acting, largely, was looked down upon by the comedians. Isy Suttie had studied at
Drama school and had felt more comfortable being characters on stage which were far
removed from her own personality. Both Suttie and Jo Brand have acted outside of
comedy. Jimmy Carr explained that this distaste of acting whilst on the standup stage
is related to the voice. And that the comedian does not fully choose their style of
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comedy, but instead drifts towards a form that suits them9. So the dislike of acting, is
more about being someone you are not, onstage, rather than the little bits of acting
needed to deliver a joke, such as accents or impersonations. Comedians, in effect, have
to be true to their false identities.

7.2 IDEA DEVELOPMENT
Most jokes are not built in a day. Comedians often take time to turn what began as a
raw observation into a comedic insight that then can be delivered as a fully formed
joke. However, as the joke is developed, the comedians often try to keep the essence
of truth visible.
7.2.1 Comedians source an essence of truth
Frequently, the comedians started to form ideas from the perspective of their
characters. Stewart Lee starts each tour off by considering why the character is
onstage, for the tour he had just done, it was because he was a comedian. Isy Suttie
also begins with her characters, the various voices she uses during her act. She starts
to write a new comedy song, by strumming on the guitar as the characters she portrays
and then build from there a skeleton of the final piece.
Jo Brand is less methodical in her approach. She tends to start off by phoning up her
brother to see what jokes he’s come up with. She will also throw in a few “pub jokes”
that “…everyone knows…”. However, when she comes to actually producing the jokes
herself, she seeks inspiration from her own life. She gave an example of her getting
stuck in a lift in Leominster with her family. Mark Steel does a show on Radio 4, Mark
Steel’s in Town, where he goes around the UK, doing shows about the towns that he
is performing in.
I have to go to a town, and just find out as much as I can about the town and
then just be relentlessly rude about it and hope, through that, they think that I
like them really.
Mark Steel, 3653 – 3655
To get a feel for the town, Mark will often meet prominent locals and visit landmarks.
When he went to Melton Mowbray, he met the man in charge of making pork pies

9

The wand chooses the wizard Harry!
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from which he built a set that made fun of the passion and knowledge that this man
had for pork pies.
In a way I am hoping that I just come across things that are naturally funny and
that is what a comic does. Half of what a comic does, you see the same thing as
everybody else, but you think “if I just tell that” people go oh yeah that is funny,
people might not have spotted it.
Mark Steel, 3687 – 3691
The comics often looked for the essence of a truth in their observations. Isy Suttie
revealed an observation she had made of an older man in a coffee shop, refusing to
call a lemon cake by its fancy name because it seemed to effeminate for him to say
publicly, yet still desiring it.
I think I like noticing the essence of stuff like that, people’s relationships, and
kind of magpying it away and then I think I tend to write in the detail myself.
Isy Suttie, 598 – 599
On a segment about pharmaceutical companies’ immoral power over doctors, John
Oliver highlighted the issue by stating its use as a punchline on sitcoms, “If something
is a joke on Scrubs, you know it’s common knowledge”. Similar can be said of Stewart
Lee, his act is a metanalysis of the comedy industry, so if he is mocking something, it
is most likely prevalent.
I did this thing where I cut in an interview with Johnny Vegas where he's really
having a go at me about how I misquote people and lie about them. I end up
saying, because it doesn't matter, that even though he didn't say it, the essence
of it is true and it is up to me to decide… so it’s this arrogant character saying
that my jokes are more important than the truth. And obviously it does two
things, it has its cake and eat it. It covers the legal implications of the joke, but
it also makes it a character joke about the arrogance of me, the writer, thinking
it's OK to misrepresent people for comic effect.
Stewart Lee, 6438 – 6453
Stewart Lee both mocks the power to misrepresent the truth, and benefits from it,
simultaneously. Stewart Lee is seen here combining an essence of truth with the
comedian’s artistic license and building upon it for comic effect.
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Jimmy Carr probably flirts with truth the least out of the sample. He was happy to
joke about having a wife in one joke, and the very next joke to claim to have a
girlfriend. Perhaps he has both? Carr’s more distant relationship with the truth suits
his NLP perspective, that he is just an entertainer, he does not need to be truthful.
No one ever goes, ‘hang on a second. Point of order…’ well occasionally people
do, and you just go ‘well it’s all made up. Don’t panic.’
Jimmy Carr, 1484 – 1486
7.2.2 Reframing
Once the comedians have made an observation and recognise its potential to be funny,
they will often reframe the insight to reveal the incongruity. Mark Steel eloquently
explained the most common method of reframing.
You just put two different things that shouldn’t go together, together.
Mark Steel, 3877 – 3878
This is a comedian explicitly stating that creating a comedic insight is done through
an incongruous combination. Jimmy Carr considered the joke to be two stories, the
first stories sets up and creates an assumption and the second violates it. This fits
snuggly into Raskin’s (1986) theory that jokes are two narratives. Accents and
impressions are a common method of combination, such as Isy Suttie’s New Yorker
Jewish dog, or Romesh Ranganathan’s impression of his mum. Mark Steel gave an
example of this method when his wife confused the Royal Shakespeare Company
(RSC) with the RAC.
Ah yonder gasket me thinks indeed. The oil doth spureth forth and render this
carburettor obsolete me thinks.
Mark Steel, 3905 – 3906
Sometimes comics stumble upon incongruous combinations already formed. Stewart
Lee found a press leaflet, that on the one side was copy stating how the comedian was
doing the show for charity, and the other side had copy stating his significant earnings.
I thought it was funny that there were these two stories in opposition. One
about the altruism of the product and then, also, its massive earning
potential.
Stewart Lee, 6987 – 6989
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Creating parameters can help the comedians find a focus to their ideas as well as
giving them the confidence to deliver them. Isy Suttie found it easier, at first, creating
comic songs that were for and from other people, instead of her own personal feelings.
Which contrasts against her finding comfort in talking about her personal life later in
her career. Yet, after finding her voice, Suttie continued to use parameters in the
ideation stage.
I think the worst thing that can happen is if you think “oh, I’m going to write
something”, be it a bit of standup or a script or something, “and it can be on
anything in the whole world”. It can be quite crippling, having that much
choice. Whereas, I think if someone goes ‘can you write a song about the
weather?’ it’s like ‘oh yeah, right, I got this’. I think it is immediately much
easier. I guess I was giving myself parameters.
Isy Suttie, 141 - 146
Remember how Jimmy Carr was the comic who relied least on the truth. Well, he
accepted that if he were put under certain parameters where he could not do anything
pre-written, nor talk to the audience, the he would revert back to personal truths, open
up more and be confessional.
Exaggeration
Just as Robin Ince, described the stage persona of a comic to be an exaggerated
version of themselves, comics can exaggerate ideas to make them benign violations.
Mark Steel is a good example of a comedian who uses exaggeration. During his comic
rants, he quickly ups the stakes.
There’s this article in a newspaper that says “there is a women in her council
estate in Newcastle, 135 kids she’s got! Every single one of them on benefits!
Now they’ve bought a giraffe! And the giraffe is on benefits. And now they’ve
written to the council. It’s got a crick in its neck because the ceiling is too low
so the council has put them all up in St Paul’s Cathedral.”
Mark Steel, 3564 – 3569
By taking a truth, sensationalising by tabloid newspapers, and exaggerating it, Mark
can make the truth seem even more absurd and wrong.
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7.2.3 Development
A clear finding from the study was that rarely was a joke created in the shape of its
final form. Jokes would be tested and refined over a number of gigs until it was fully
formed. Practice made perfect for the comedians. Romesh Ranganathan said that it
was inevitable that he would be more comfortable with jokes after he’s done a few gigs
with them, as he knows that the punchline is going to come and does not rush for the
laugh. He makes sure to test his new material outside of his main tour, so that what is
being delivered on the more expensive tour is his best.
Sometimes you come on with an idea and what will happen, what happens
to me a lot of the time, is that they’ll laugh at the initial idea maybe and then
what I then go on to say is extremely disappointing. So you know that the
initial idea has something in it, but you just haven’t done it properly, you
know what I mean. But, you sort of go, there is something in that possibly,
but I just haven’t found it. But sometimes I’ll present an idea, and they’ll go
‘Nah mate’ and so that idea goes no further with that.
Romesh Ranganathan, 7087 – 7097
It was common in the transcripts that comedians would find ideas that had the
potential to resonate with the audience but had not fully been tried and tested to find
the perfect delivery.
It’s quite interesting when testing your material to be looking at why it didn’t
work, it seems like it’s a really funny idea, but you realise that you haven’t
communicated, you fundamentally haven’t communicated what you were
thinking to an audience.
Jimmy Carry, 1624 – 1627
Stewart Lee will try different variations of delivering his idea. If the delivery does not
work, he will let the joke run into the ground, in case something comes out of it, or it
forces him to improvise. Rather than removing the material that audience members
complained about, Lee doubled down on it. Lee would collect every review from the
critics and audience members who had seen his show.
So if they went “this is politically correct bullshit”, I’d go right I think that's a
good thing. And if they say “you are a middle-class snob” I thought well I'll
sort of go with that. Or, if they're just really really racist people that hate you,
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just try not to be. Try more to not be racist. In a way the character in the
second series was sharpened, by looking at what people hated in the first
series, I'm being more like what they hated. It was sort of a collaborative
process.
Stewart Lee, 7085 – 7092
Particular words can make an impact on the effectiveness of jokes. Mark Steel said
that comedians have an innate ability to be able to choose the right word. They debate
whether Walrus or Hippopotamus is funnier. Stewart Goldsmith got closer to
identifying the necessary quality of benignly violative words.
SG
There’s so many good things about ‘livid’. Because the jeopardy is huge, so
angry and it is also unusual, so it is also quite incongruous word because
nobody uses it in conversation.
Jimmy Carr and Stewart Goldsmith, 1635 – 1641
But development can be stunted by what has already been done. Robin Ince
referenced Leonard Bogdonoff who had a theory, that having a solution to a problem
made it harder to come up with another solution. So when Ince had already created a
punchline, it took him a long time to realise that there was a stronger finish to his joke.
The most frustrating thing after Edinburgh is where you have to do a bit of your
Edinburgh show in a club and instinctively you make all the editing decisions
you should have made on day 1 of Edinburgh. All the scaffolding falls away, “oh
that’s the idea! Turns out that 5 minutes was a one liner”
Stewart Goldsmith, 4482 – 4485

7.3 CONTEXT
Where the jokes were delivered, and who to, was almost as important as the joke itself.
7.3.1 Audience
Al Murray explained to Stewart Lee that the audience want to laugh. Few people pay
for a ticket to a comedy with the intention not to laugh.
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SL
He said in his experience, he didn’t have to make the laughter, the laughter is
already in the room and it wanted to come out and he just had to air traffic
control it around. And I think that is the indication of a person who has
accepted that there is such an enthusiasm to see them that it is hard to fail.
They are in control of how the success happens.
SG
Is that like the sculptor saying the sculpture is already inside the rock?
Stewart Lee and Stewart Goldsmith, 4943 – 4952
What the audience consider to be benign, depends on the context of when and where
the violation was revealed. Darker jokes are left until later in the gig when the crowd
was warmed up and more receptive to less benign violations.
As well as when the jokes are delivered, how the joke is revealed to the audience is just
as important. Jimmy Carr refers to the delivery of a joke as jumping a ravine. If the
gap is too small it is not interesting, i.e. too small a violation, and if it is too far, it
cannot be jumped, i.e. too large a violation. Therefore the comedian must help the
audience cross a manageable, but challenging, ravine.
It’s getting from the feedline to punchline and they have to be able to follow
your logic. That’s the reason why I’ll use visuals in the act. So those jokes will
probably work on their own, but with a visual you are really helping people
across. That’s the rope bridge that brings them across. Sometimes a joke
needs another sentence in the middle as a sort of halfway point.
Jimmy Carr, 1619 – 1623
Fame and fondness facilitate funniness frequently. Previous research (Provine, 2001)
has shown that if the listener likes the teller of a joke, they are more likely to find them
funny. So by being known and liked by the crowd, helps the comedians make the
violations they create seem benign. Romesh Ranganathan says this only lasts for a
short while, and the buzz can die down. Michael McIntyre actually waits for the
audience to settle down before he tries new material. However, fans of one comedian
may not benefit other comedians playing the same gig.
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Other comics say well it didn't go very well tonight because your audience
was here and they are really judgmental, they even hate the audience.
Stewart Lee, 6633 – 6635
Arguably, fondness should be reciprocated. Mark Steel’s strategy for Mark Steels in
Town was to insult the town he was playing in, whilst making sure that the audience
knew that he liked them really. Although, this strategy is context specific. Jo Brand
and Stewart Goldsmith thought that this was a largely British trait, to be able to laugh
at themselves. Although this fondness can be hidden. Romesh Ranganathan found
that as a teacher, he had to make sure the students thought he had their interest at
heart. If they thought that, then they would accept the criticism that he gave.
Whereas when I’m doing standup, I certainly don’t think I’m giving the
audience the impression that I like them. I do think that is the major
difference.
Romesh Ranganathan, 5049 – 5051
7.3.2 Staging
Mark Steel said that the same idea has to be told very differently when he switches
from writing an article for a newspaper and doing a standup gig. A simplistic way of
defining his different approaches, is that his articles are more focused on what is said,
where his gigs give more emphasis on how something is said.
The room itself has to fit the comedy. Comedy often talks about the dark and dirty,
and it helps if the room also fits this description.
Some art centres feel quite clinical. It’s not their fault, it’s just like in a room
which we’re are in now it feels right for comedy. It’s got a low ceiling and the
lighting is good, it feels like it’s got a bit of character, it doesn’t feel new. Some
art centres have got this sort of disinfectant feeling and it was a bit like that.
Isy Suttie, 441 – 443
Standup is exactly that. Sitting down onstage can change the mood, sometimes killing
it. Jimmy Carr uses a chair onstage to create different moods, letting the audience
know that the show has moved onto a different section. The stage creates an instant
relationship marker. Comedians, however, are not always blessed with a stage… or a
mic.
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I remember this mic was gaffer taped to a stool the same height as the stool I
was sitting on so I had to sort of sit and go at a 45-degree angle but try and hold
my head on one side so they could at least see me. Looking back it was actually
great to being doing some of those gigs, it was a real baptism of fire. But I used
to die horribly at them really.
Isy Suttie, 330 – 335

7.4 SYNTHESIS
The figure below shows how each of the themes and their sub-themes sit under “the
funny”. However, it is not a linear creative process. Comedians do not go step by step
from Voice to Idea to Context. All are in a constant flux, and the lines between each
are blurred and constantly crossed. If the diagram were to be more accurate, it would
be full of squiggly lines connecting each box to every other box. In reality, Comedians
jump between their voice, the idea and the context, constantly developing their jokes.

The Funny

Voice

Lifestyle
Character
Source

Idea

Reframe
Develop

Context

Audience
Staging

Figure 3 Diagram of comedic method to reveal "the funny"

Not all jokes come from or fit with the comedian’s character. Despite an idea
originating in a comedians head, they can still consider it “not very them”. Jimmy Carr
found that ideas from certain styles of comedy did not happen to him very often.
Finding their voice helps comedians increase their productivity. The character can act
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in a similar way to the creative parameters that Isy Suttie talked about. They give focus
to the comedian.
JC
There’s a joke about a table tennis champion and a giant gorilla having an
argument in the far east about karaoke.
SG
Which would be a?
JC
King-Kong-Ping-Pong-Sing-Song-Ding-Dong-In-Hong-Kong. Which I find
very appealing. I find that a funny thought. But it has nothing to do with the
rest of my set.
Jimmy Carr and Stewart Goldsmith, 2338 – 2350
Characters are not the sole property of comedians. The audience can take on the role
of a character itself. Stewart Lee’s audience can take on the form of a “…cabal of
pseudo intellectuals…”(SG). Previous studies (Mintz, 1985) have shown that the
audience plays a significant role in the success of a stand-up comedians gig.
Sometimes the audiences do it themselves. Like Saturday night in Brighton.
The theatre, the dome, feels like a temple of culture, but the audience just
chose to behave like a late n live audience in 1985. I felt like they had just
arrived. Did that themselves really.
Stewart Lee, 6290 – 6294
Just as Stewart Lee and his character take a meta approach to comedy, his audience
can take the same approach to him.
They are having a game as well so that is one thing that happened right. They
like to give me unhelpful answers to questions for example, to sabotage me
because they want to see what will happen. I always like to think that
audiences in Glasgow and Newcastle were like this. To them you are like a
mouse. They don't want to kill you they want to keep you alive for their own
amusement. The legendarily horrible Glaswegian audience is not trying to
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get you off stage. They don't want you off stage. They just want to see you
really work.
Stewart Lee, 5911 – 5917
And just as comedians can play a character, so can the audience.
I know this sounds a bit weird to say but they didn't know how to behave as
a comedy audience. They were kind of all over the place, “should we laugh
now? should we go to the toilet? what should we do?”.
Jo Brand, 6684 – 6686
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8 CONCLUSION
Humans are thought to be the only animal to know both how things are, and how they
should be. To be interesting is to show that things are not how they should be.
Interestingness is the incongruous combination of opposition and acceptability. An
interesting theory should challenge convention and have practical implications.
Market insights have to be interesting. Insights should challenge assumptions to
create new opportunities. The problem is many are not, and do not. Insight is
increasingly becoming synonymous with data. Some, wrongly, believe that the role of
an insight manager is to repeat the data. To recount their observations. However, it is
the interpretation of an observation, not the observation itself, that is interesting.
The funny, like the interesting, comes from an incongruous combination; the benign
violation. Things that are odd, but okay. Humour is interesting. Comedians are
professionals in the art of revealing these benign violations, these incongruous
combinations. Previous research has identified comedians as social critics, capable of
producing comedic insights that makes the invisible, visible. They are especially
talented at revealing the dark and the dull. That which is too taboo to talk about, or
too commonplace to notice. Marketers have something to learn from comedians. How
do comedians reveal to an audience that how things are, are not how they should be?
How do comedians reveal benign violations? How do comedians reveal the funny?
Before we can determine whether the methods comedians use to comedic insights can
help marketers, we must first understand what these methods are. The funny, just like
the interesting, is found in the interpretation, not the observation. Often comedians
make the same observations as everyone else, they just interpret them differently.
They cultivate a perspective that actively searches for benign violations. This
perspective can come from a childhood that is desperately dark, or desperately dull.
Jobs, past and present, have taught them to make the dangerous, safe, the
uninteresting, interesting, the uninterested, interested. Their character, often an
exaggerated version of themselves can shape their perspective and even influence the
lives they live. They feel inclined to be true to their false identities.
To turn their observations into comedic insights, to interpret the funny, comedians
will reframe and test their jokes until they pack a punch. Reframing can be done
through creating incongruous combinations, putting two things together that should
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not go together. Exaggerations and creative parameters can also help comedians find
the humour. But jokes are rarely built in a day. They test ideas through repetition at
gigs, learning from the feedback given by the audience. Sometimes the perfect delivery
is revealed to them too late.
But context is king. How, where, and to whom, the joke is told shapes its success.
Comedians have to help the audience feel comfortable accepting violations as benign.
This can be done through being liked and putting the darker jokes towards the end of
an act, it can even be done through matching the joke to the room itself. Darker,
dirtier, jokes are often best served in a darker, dirtier, room.
This paper answered the question How do comedians reveal the funny? Future
research should look to take the methods identified and see if they can help marketers
identify market insights. Future research should look to answer similar questions to
the following; Should marketers develop a voice? How can they control the context of
where the insight is revealed? Should the more oppositional insights wait until the
end of a presentation? Can, and should, insights be exaggerated? It would be worth
scaling up and testing these findings across a wider sample of comedians, not just in
the UK but around the world.
How things are in marketing, are not how they should be. Mark Steel would be just as
outraged at “Millennials like experiences” as he was at “The economy is really
important.”
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9 APPENDICES
9.1 TRANSCRIPT
The transcript line numbers have been unable to attach to this document. Therefore
if you would like the original transcript document (with line numbers) I will be able
to email them to you.
The introduction of each comedian is the information provided on the podcast
website. This information (Tags, description, date etc.) is the work of Stewart
Goldsmith (2019).

Key
[ ] Provides contextual information
SL – Initials of speaker
Highlighted Indicates likely key sentences within extract
‘’ Indicates speech within speech
Further information
Not all utterances have been included in the transcript. Stumbles, pauses, laughs,
etc. have been omitted where unnecessary.
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9.1.1 Isy Suttie
Stand-up; songwriter; Peep Show’s “Dobby”; and under it all still “The girl who
jumped off Matlock Bridge for a quid”, Isy Suttie applies a psychedelic imagination
to her forensic grasp of life’s minutiae. We explore the stubbornness that
underpins her eccentricity, dissect the word “whimsical”, and accidentally vomit
into a spiderweb.
8th January 2016
Categories: mused Moose, Channel 4, Dan Atkinson, David Mitchell, Edinburgh,
Fear, Festival, First Open Spot, Fringe, Glenn Wool, Guide to the Family,
Interview, Isy Suttie's Love Letters, Joe Wilkinson, Laughing Horse, Live, London,
Matt King, Musical Comedy, Pearl and Dave, Peep Show, Poetry, Radio, Radio 4,
Robert Webb, So You Think You’re Funny, Stage Persona, Stand Up, Storytelling,
Success, The Actual One, Tim Key, Toast of London
https://www.comedianscomedian.com/153-isy-suttie-live-at-the-soho-theatre/
Stewart Goldsmith
Thank you, that was some kind of introduction. Thank you as well, this is something
that I’ve never said at the beginning of a show before, certainly now a live show
before. Thank you for convincing me that I had time to go for a final week before we
started.
Isy Suttie
Yeah it was less than a minute to go, he was like ‘I can’t go for a wee’, and I was like
‘you totally can go can’, who needs more than a minute to wee?
SG
Well I was worried that I wouldn’t… this is not how it normally starts… I was
worried that I wouldn’t be able to… it was like one of those emergency squeeze-akidney situations. But, the reason I am raising that is because it is so nice to see you.
I haven’t seen you and hung out with you, socially, for a couple of years. I haven’t
seen you on the circuit because you’ve not been on the circuit. Tell me what you’ve
been up to for the last couple of years.
IS
I had a baby, in October last year. I was doing a play when I was first pregnant, so
then I didn’t really do gigs.
SG
So you were doing a play… about how pregnant were you, when you were doing a
play?
IS
It was when I was first pregnant, so I couldn’t tell anyone. But it was a play about the
A to Z, and I was playing the woman who wrote the A to Z. It was a new musical, it
was about 2 and ½ hours, so I couldn’t leave the stage for hours, so I was drinking
ginger tea in the corner. And I couldn’t get hammered. Which is something, you
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know, that I would normally do. A lot. Especially doing a new play where, sort
everything was coming together last minute, and it was like ‘Let’s get fucked!’, and I
was like ‘can I just stick to my ginger tea thank you!
SG
Presumably people guessed. Did anyone guess?
IS
No. I don’t think anyone did guess, no. It was the very beginning.
SG
So you’ve not been on the circuit, the standup circuit … I suppose a lot of people in
the audience, or listening at home, will know you as Dobby from Peep Show. Do you
think that is what you are best known for?
IS
Yeah
SG
But for those of you who are only familiar with Isy as Dobby. We will get onto Dobby
in a bit, so to speak. You are… did you start as a standup?
IS
I suppose. When I was growing up, I always wanted to be an actress and a writer of
some sort, but I didn’t know necessarily that it’d be comedy. Then I started writing
songs at quite a young age. I got a guitar. I wanted to play saxophone then my mum
said that I’d have to play the clarinet first and I couldn’t be arsed to play the clarinet.
SG
That is a really shrewd parental move
IS
I know. I said I wanted to play the guitar, and she said ‘oh, you’ll have to learn the
recorder first’. But she then said, ‘okay, you can go straight to the guitar’. I started
playing that and writing love songs for boys which failed abysmally. From the age of
12 I used to get commissioned to write…
SG
I remember hearing you talk about this in one of your shows. So that’s actually true?
IS
That’s actually true, I used to get girls at school to tell me a few facts about the boy
they fancied, it was easier if he went to our school because I would know him so I
could write the song more easily, but often, there were quite a few schools in our
area, there were a couple of guys from other schools so I had to just rely on what
they said about him, you know that he had blue eyes and blonde hair and whatever. I
only needed a few basic facts and then I would write this song on behalf of the girl
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and they’d pay me in like… I’d actually get so many different things, the best thing I
ever got was a bird’s nest woven by hand by someone’s grandfather. That was my
payment for one. I used to then teach the song to the girl, and we used to record it
onto a cassette tape and then give it to the guy. Although I performed one live in my
first band, Isy Suttie and the Muppets. But that didn’t work, and that was the only
song that I wrote from my point of view. I think my idea was that it’d be such a
grand gesture and so thought-through that it couldn’t possibly fail. Like you know
when you think ‘if I work hard enough at something it will succeed’. Even though the
songs only ever contained the cords D,G, and A. It wasn’t that I actually did work on
them, but I thought ‘this is a really good song, it’s going to look like it took ages. So
surely they’ll marry us’.
SG
Have you ever heard of anyone else doing anything remotely similar?
IS
No. I guess I was basing it on things like Love is all around by Wet Wet Wet and
everything I do, I do it for you by Brian Adams, which we used to put onto the B
side of the cassette tape. We used to use a C-60 tape and I used to think ‘oh god, the
song is only two minutes long’ and we’re having to give them a whole C-60 tape so
we might as well put another one on as a cover. I think I genuinely thought ‘these are
people who make a living from music and they’re writing songs about love and
therefore that’s what people do’. Although I guess that I didn’t know anybody was
doing similar things, writing tailor made songs. If people tend to write about love.
SG
I suppose the reason that I ask is because I am trying to get a sense of you as a 12year old girl. Because that is such an unusual kind of strategy for a child. Because I
remember trying to make money in the playground by learning to make those
folding water bombs and selling them. For a brief afternoon I made some sweet
cheddar! But there was nothing like as creative as that. You must have had as a child,
a young girl, a real sense of belief to do that.
IS
I think behind it all was a desire to perform and that seemed the best way to perhaps
to do it rather then, maybe it was like if I was to write songs for other people I won’t
be as vulnerable as if I just wrote songs myself.
SG
Because you are doing love songs by proxy
IS
And I guess you are also potentially saying these songs have a function, even though
they rarely worked, I suppose if you write a song for an advert, you’re perhaps
hoping the song won’t be scrutinised as much as if you went ‘this is the best song
that I have ever written, I’m going to perform it, just like Ed Sheeran would, on a
stage’.
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SG
What you stumbled upon, is a really useful primer, to teach yourself how to write
songs, because you have set the parameters up, so that you don’t need to succeed,
you’re not personally invested. And presumably, I would imagine as a creative
technique that takes pressure off you, and then lets you do it quite well.
IS
Yeah. And I think it is really important to have parameters. I think the worst thing
that can happen is if you think ‘oh, I’m going to write something’, be it a bit of
standup or a script or something, ‘and it can be on anything in the whole world’ can
be quite crippling, having that much choice. Whereas, I think if someone goes ‘can
you write a song about the weather?’ it’s like ‘oh yeah, right, I got this’. I think it is
immediately much easier. I guess I was giving myself parameters.
SG
So that first public performance of one of those songs. Tell us about that. How were
you feeling before that?
IS
Well I was really hammered. Isy Suttie and the Muppets only did one gig. I was in
quite a lot of bands at school. I was in a pod rock band at 15/16, called Infinite Drift.
SG
Do you have any Infinite Drift material left?
IS
Absolutely. I’ve got it all on my computer. If you want to, you can…
SG
I would love to. I will put an Infinite Drift song on at the end of this episode.
IS
The best one is called the clock. Which I wrote about a clock. It’s lyrics are like, ‘you
travel as a speed that no one can imitate, you tell people if they’re early of if they’re
late’
SG
I love it.
IS
That was in my pod rock phase which was yet to come when I was in Isy Suttie and
the Muppets. Isy Suttie and the Muppets was formed with some guys that I used to
Jam with every Saturday. One of my guitar teachers and some other people. We
spent a summer, there were two brothers and their parents taught every summer in
Singapore. The older brother, my teacher, was about 18 and the younger brother was
about say 15 or 16. And for a summer, they were alone in their house, their parents
were away, so I and a lot of other people ended up staying there. By about one week
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in, we were all eating one meal a day, which was a fry up every day, with loads of
black pudding and white pudding which I hadn’t know existed then, I think it had
only just arrived in Matlock. In massive pile, if you imagine a pint glass and a half, I
remember this fry up being each that high. We used to have that at about 4 O’clock
in the afternoon with loads of booze. We used to jam every day for ages. So Isy Suttie
and the Muppets came out of that. Our one gig was at the village hall and I hadn’t
intended to do the love song because we had written other songs as a group. But, I
stole a bottle of sparkling wine from my parents, we had a cupboard called the
shower cupboard because when we moved in there was a shower in there but then it
was removed, and the cupboard contained booze, but we still called it the shower
cupboard. I went to the shower cupboard and stole a bottle of sparkling wine. I had,
I think, all of it before I got on, and I think by this point I was probably 13. I
remember looking down and seeing that the left hand wasn’t on the guitar at all. I
was so drunk I wasn’t playing any chords at all, I was just playing the strings, for the
whole gig. The guys I was in the band with were fantastic musicians, covered for it.
We had a bassist, who could play the guitar as well as a drummer and a trombonist
weirdly. Then I went behind the village hall and threw up into a spider’s web and
went round for the rest of the night with a spider’s web draped around my head.
SG
I can’t be the only person here thinking ‘this cannot be true in this amount of
whimsical detail’.
IS
No its true.
SG
You’ve basically thrown up into a spider’s web
IS
Well it was into a bush, I didn’t head towards a spider’s web hanging from a
lamppost with raindrops in it, thinking ‘I’m going to throw up into this’, it was in a
bush.
SG
So, if the band were called Isy Suttie and the Muppets, again, that’s quite an unusual
thing for a young person to do. Is name the band themselves and the so and so?
IS
Yes. I don’t know if I thought of the name. I think I always really really wanted to
perform and to write stuff. But I think at the last moment, I’d sort of go ‘I don’t know
if I can do it’. And that’s when, often, other people stepped in and went, ‘look let’s
call it this’ and I went ‘okay, really, okay’. I was never one of those people like ‘I’m
going to be in band, it’s going to be called Isy Suttie and the muppets, we’re going to
be really brilliant’. I was always shoulders hunched and my head down, getting really
hammered because I was so nervous, I did still have this inner, real, real, drive to
perform and write, almost despite myself.
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SG
What do you think you were looking for in that drive? I was listening to one of your
radio shows, the guide to the family, and one of the elements of that which I thought
was so charming and interesting to listen to is you revisiting places in Matlock where
things happened during your childhood with some of the adults now, who were
children you were hanging out with at the time. I remember the story of you being
known for years as the girl who jumped off Matlock bridge for £1. Now that is a story
people can find on the radio show, but I am trying to build a picture of you as a
younger person being up for being the centre of attention. There is a dynamic there,
where if you put yourself in a position of centre of attention, but you’re cripplingly
nervous and you’re hiding, a sort of there and not wanting to be there and wanting to
be there.
IS
I think that’s fair, it is quite a complex thing growing up and I was in this small town
with, I thought, not much to do, as everyone thinks, I think, as they’re growing up
‘oh we haven’t got a cinema, chesterfield have got a cinema’ but now when I go back
I go ‘how on earth did I ever overlook the fact this is such a beautiful area with caves
and rivers and all that’, I just didn’t appreciate it. I used to write this really terrible
but heartfelt poetry; it was so long. I used to get stoned and write this poetry, and it
used to be like ‘nothing is real, the children of depression’ and stuff like ‘the wolf
howls but everyone stands still’, stuff that really doesn’t mean anything but at the
time was like… I used to go and sit in these caves and write this stuff on A4 pieces of
paper.
SG
Did chesterfield have caves? I think not!
IS
[Laughs] yeah exactly. I just wanted to sort of break out of Matlock. I wanted to go to
London, I really wanted to devour life and I really really wanted to go to stage school
and I am so glad that my mum kept saying no and sent me to a normal
comprehensive because I think I wouldn’t have enjoyed it. I was always saying, can’t
we move to America, can’t we move to London? She used to always say ‘no. you’ve
got to stay here and go when you’re 18’. I think I just really wanted, I just wanted to
be as rich as I could possibly be, to be as vibrant as I could possibly be to push
myself.
SG
Do you mean rich financially?
IS
No No. I mean rich… spiritually. That probably sounds really pretentious. I think I
wanted to make sure that I didn’t look back on my deathbed and wish that I had
done that.
SG

Page 60 of 234
Okay so what’s the link between when you did that first live performance and when
you did your first stand up gig?
IS
When I did that first live performance, putting aside the fact I was singing that song
about the guy, I was performing songs that I had written which I found incredibly
nerve-racking and I found the covers much easier. My first stand up gig was a very
different experience, because when I was at drama school I would always be writing
songs, I carried on writing songs, I stopped writing songs about boys, I realised they
didn’t work, but maybe underneath I was not going to write songs about boys
anymore but on the surface they didn’t work but I think perhaps I always knew they
wouldn’t, it was just a way of me starting to write songs.
SG
Which drama school did you go to?
IS
I went to Guildford school of Acting. I was still writing songs throughout my teens in
sixth form, a bit like my poetry but put to music, if you can imagine such a thing.
When I was college, at drama school, I had written a song about the perfect guy, I
didn’t really intend it to be funny, I guess I thought I intended it to be light hearted,
it was stuff that now I would consider quite hack but at the time I didn’t like ‘he
doesn’t like star wars’ all the sort of things that perhaps stereotypical guys do like, I
was saying the perfect guy wouldn’t do this. I was in my second year and I was living
with three foreign people. A French guy, a Hungarian, and a Slovenian. I performed
it to them the night before, and we all used to smoke, I used to sleep in the living
room, so we were in a three bedroom house and when I went to bed every night,
people had probably smoked sixty or seventy fags in that room every night, so we
were sitting around caning sixty fags, I played them this song and the French guy
said ‘it needs another nail to it, I think you should do it in a different accent or
something, it’s just not quite alive enough’ because I was going into a song writing
competition the next night, the other songs were very musical theatre songs because
it was quite a musical theatre school, they were all original compositions but they
were all ballad-y and I went ‘hmm okay’ and I was not great accents but I tried a
French accent which turned into a stock foreign accent but I said it was a Slovenian
accent which nobody could really challenge.
SG
I’m sure you’re not the only one to pull that off on the comedy circuit.
IS
I can do Slovakian as well, that’s fine. And then it got laughs and I really remember
that moment being a distinctively key moment because it was something that I had
written that got laughs. I had got a lot of laughs in acting in youth theatre and things
like that before drama school and plays at college, but it had never been for anything
that I had written. It had just been for plays and stuff like that. So to do something
that I had written and get laughs from it was such an incredible feeling and I carried
on doing that song as a group of singers from college that went round Guilford but
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when I came to do standup a few years after I graduated, I didn’t do the songs for
about a year even though they’re the thing that I probably do best. And I think that
was just because I was really scared of putting my cards on the table. I’d also heard, I
can’t remember who said it to me, there was another standup at the time who said
‘don’t just do the songs, because if you just do the songs, you’ll do the song and then
you won’t know how to talk to the audience when the song ends. And that was what
was happening. I was doing a few with just songs on the Gay circuit. But I entered a
competition on a roundabout in Tottenham Hale, there was a gay club called the Lee
Paris Variety Bar and I entered this competition which I saw in the newspaper that
was a talent show and you could do anything, so this is between leaving drama
school and doing standup I did this. I had a song about Geri Halliwell’s dog, from
the point of view of the dog who was a New York Jew, I don’t know why I decided
that but I did, which you have to do the accent for, it’s not like the Slovenian thing,
you have to get it right. But it was about him not liking Geri, I tended to songs about
celebrities, and I had a song about Jordan where I was singing her a lullaby like
‘calm down, you’re a good person’ and I had this song, A million faces, which was the
song from college. So I entered the competition at the Lee Paris variety bar which I
think I won, because I think all the other acts just changed the words of pop songs,
so I was the only act doing original songs. I had by no means got my act sorted by
this point, I could do the songs well enough but between them I’d just put my head
down and sort of go ‘thanks, thanks, thanks’ and do the next song. I was supposed to
get £1000 worth of gigs on the gay circuit as a result of it and I got a manager, from
West Norwood, which weirdly is next to the area I live in now in south London. And
then I ended up doing about £80 worth of gigs on the gay circuit and my
management in West Norwood rang me up and said, ‘I don’t think it is really
working out’. And that was because I just didn’t have the confidence to go perform at
those venues and it was almost the other end of the comedy circuit the gigs that I
was performing at, I’d get to a gig and there would be no mic stand and so the mic
would be gaffer taped to this… I remember this mic was gaffer taped to a stool the
same height as the stool I was sitting on so I had to sort of sit and go at a 45-degree
angle but try and hold my head on one side so they could at least see me. Looking
back it was actually great to being doing some of those gigs, it was a real baptism of
fire. But I used to die horribly at them really. There was one where I had a good gig
in Stratford where they were really nice to me, but generally it was quite hard. So I
stopped doing that, and I decided to do the open mic stand up circuit. And I thought
that I am not going to do the songs for a year, and I didn’t do them for a year.
Because I needed to work out who I was on the stage.
SG
When you started doing stand-up without the songs, had you written stuff, had you
prepared stuff?
IS
No. So I put the first gig in. It was a really weird feeling because I sort of had a set by
that point on the gay circuit, which was about 15 to 20 minutes long, Gerry
Halliwell’s dog song, Jordan song and the Million faces song and I had written a
couple of songs. I actually had written one song called Pussy Palace because I was
going to do these gay gigs and I was straight and I felt like a fraud ‘cause I’d
happened to enter that competition and also lesbians tried to hit on me afterwards
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which I didn’t mind at all. So I wrote this song, Pussy Palace, which had a middle
eight about Dusty Springfield who came to me in a dream and told me how to be
with a woman and stuff and even the Pussy palace didn’t keep me in with the
management in west Norwood. So I had about twenty minutes and I booked a fiveminute slot in Greenwich at a pub, I think it was called the Horse and Plow quite
near Cutty Sarks station and I hadn’t written any material at all, but it was like three
months away. Can you remember that time, I think now a lot more people do
comedy, but that time, I think we started around the same time, 2002/2003, there
were like not that many people doing it really and I didn’t use the internet then
either.
SG
Yeah I remember, having to ring all the numbers in Time Out.
IS
Yeah ringing all the numbers in Time Out. I had a full folder with the alphabet, I
used to have all the promoters in alphabetical order. I’d ring them and they wouldn’t
ring back, and I’d ring them, and they wouldn’t ring back, and I think I sort of tried
three times before leaving it for three months and then trying again. I out that gig in,
about three months to go before the gig. And I remember it was my cousins wedding
and I remember I didn’t go to the evening bit, because I was so scared, it was about a
week before and I was so scared, so I just went back to the hotel room and wrote
some stuff.
SG
Okay, right. So you wrote the stuff before doing the gig?
IS
I wrote stuff before the gig, but when I put the gig in I didn’t have anything.
SG
That is one of the few pieces of advice that I give people when they ask for advice is,
book something and then it’ll make you write something, if you don’t have a
deadline then it’s really hard isn’t it. So were you already developing a voice, I
presume you were developing a voice when you were writing the songs?
IS
Yes I was, but interestingly when I was doing the songs I would usually do them in
another character. So the Gerri Halliwell song was this New York Jew, the Jordan
song was kind of me but in a softer voice, a lullaby voice, I hadn’t yet really mastered
being myself in my songs but you’re right in saying that I was definitely much
further down the line with the songs then I was… I had never spoken as my stage but
at least I had sung on stage and done my stuff. So it was really hard writing that
material, I had no sense of who I was, I had no sense of saying what I wanted to say,
but I knew that I was just so desperate to make them laugh and that I’d go to
virtually any lengths to do it.
SG
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I sort of can’t not ask what sort of lengths you’re talking about?
IS
I don’t mean anything dodgy, but like I’ve got scoliosis, curvature of the spine, which
means that my back is a little bit wonky, a lot of people have got it and I’ve got it very
mildly. If I make my back flat, one side of my ribs is about a centimetre higher than
the other side because with scoliosis your ribcage slightly rotates, so somehow, I
don’t know how, I think it might have been the two tequilas I had before going on, I
ended up telling the audience that. I say the audience, there were probably about
four people there. I ended up talking about scoliosis and they were like ‘huh?’ and
then I showed them that and although that doesn’t sound like a big length to go
through, it’s not like stripping off or anything it felt very weird to be showing a piece
of medical…
SG
Because you found yourself in that position of following anything might work.
IS
Kind of yeah. I mean I had tried all my material and it hadn’t worked that well,
although it had worked well enough to make me go back. I think often what happens
with the first gig is that it goes slightly better than you think it’s going to and then it’s
the next ones that are hard but I think it had worked well enough, I had go to the
end more quickly than I thought. I think I had done three minutes and I was meant
to do about five, and I wasn’t sure what to do then. I showed them my scoliosis
which didn’t get much. Then I remember, one of them worked in advertising and I
started taking the piss out of him in the way that Bill Hicks might, but I didn’t have
anywhere to go so I was like ‘byeeee’. And I had met some builders downstairs,
before I went on, that’s why I had the tequila, I don’t know why but I was chatting to
them at the bar and I was like ‘I’m about to do my first stand up gig’ and they made
me drink a tequila like ‘oh my god I can’t believe they you are about to do that.’
SG
In the finding of your voice, and you’re someone who is less familiar with this idea,
we comedians talk about finding our voice, and I think often it means to find a way
to be on stage as relaxed, as comfortable and as funny as you are with your friends. I
think often that’s what it means, not always. For someone, who, like your voice is so
distinctive, like it is very difficult to imagine any of your material really being
delivered by anyone else, I think that is a real strength of yours as a comedian. Was
there a particular breakthrough moment, where I got a sense of that’s who I am?
IS
I don’t know if there was actually. Slowly I just started to talk about things that I
wanted to talk about. There were probably moments in gigs that I had thought of
that I wasn’t sure about and that got the biggest laugh, but I ploughed that further
and I realised that was me being true to how I was. But I can’t remember being like a
whole set, wow this is who I am. Getting my head down for years gigging for five or
six nights a week. Just like slowly, but surely, very steady but surely, because I think
we are all quite impatient to get to that point where… there was definitely a period of
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time where I was like ‘ah! This is how it should be’. I did a tour called Edinburgh
and Beyond after Edinburgh 2008 with Glen Wool and Dan Atkinson and Jo
Wilkinson and Glen closed it every night. And I remember once we had all done this
gig, and it was in a suburb in London and it hadn’t gone that well for any of us, it was
quite a small audience. It was one of those gigs where some art centres feel quite
clinical. It’s not their fault, it’s just like in a room which where are in now it feels
right for comedy. It’s got a low ceiling and the lighting is good, it feels like it’s got a
bit of character, it doesn’t feel new. Some art centres have got this sort of
disinfectantly feeling and it was a bit like that. And we came off and I said to Geln do
you ever get like nervous and he said ‘I just think whether the gig is going to be
worth me doing it or not’ and I thought ‘what a great way to think’, because it doesn’t
mean you want to go on necessarily, it doesn’t mean that there is anything wrong
with the audience, it just puts you, your mind, in a place where you’re like ‘I’m going
to have fun’ I’m not thinking, ‘oh what are they going to think of me’. And when you
relax and have fun, it makes the gig better anyway. So that was a really good tour for
me to do.
SG
When you were talking earlier about the things you wanted to talk about, can you
give me an example of what some of those things were?
IS
Yeah so it wasn’t subjects that I wanted to talk about, like ‘I’ve always wanted to talk
about right wing politics and finally I’ve found the confidence’. I think it is almost
misleading for me to say I found the thing that I wanted to talk about. I think I
thought comics had to talk about big stuff and early on I had stuff about BAE
Systems, and I tried to do a bit of political stuff and I had quite a bad bit about
putting heroin addicted page 3 girls into the big brother house. Trying to be satirical
[putting on adenoids voice] ‘hey what if you jig sawed these two things together what
would happen?’
SG
Sorry to interrupt. That was out of a sense of feeling that is what a comedian should
be?
IS
Yes absolutely. That’s what I though a comedian does. They talk about big stuff; they
try and talk about politics. And I didn’t have the confidence to go, ‘oh I could just
read a letter my mum wrote me the other day that is quite funny’ because it was too
small and perhaps too provincial to do onstage and that was perhaps the point that I
started talking about Matlock more. And talking about stuff to do with me, me
growing up, and my mum. My mum writes me these quite funny letters from home
about very petty things that go on in Matlock. So I started reading those out and I
realised it was better than me talking about BAE systems. I think that everyone has
something that is right for them to do. I think some comics are very good and going
‘Jeremy Corbyn is this and this and this’ and I am certainly not that comic. I think it
is so great when you realise that. It’s similar to that thing of having a blank page
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when you think, ‘oh! I shouldn’t be doing that’. It narrows the things that you should
be doing, ‘how about this?’
SG
There is something I think about when I think about your character, the similarities
between you and who you are on stage. I noticed there was an interview I read with
you in The Guardian I think where you’re talking about a fact about your childhood.
‘When I was however old I was’ 13/14 ‘I used to take bogeys and put them behind my
bed and it made this mountain of bogeys’ and I remember reading that and thinking
there are very few people who would be comfortable opening themselves up to… not
exactly ridicule… do you know what I mean? It’s not a huge revelation about yourself
but it is something like ‘oh I don’t want people to know about the embarrassing shit I
did as a kid’, but you seem very open to that.?
IS
Yeah. I sort of know that that is a bit of a disgusting thing to do, but I guess I was
quite proud of the fact that I did it every day because I never hoovered behind the
bed or under the bed for years and it was massive. I genuinely don’t care about
people knowing about that. It’s quite interesting, because now I’ve had a baby I’ve
started to think whether talking about the birth or not in certain gigs or I’ve got to
write a book in the next few years and I was thinking about whether to write about
being a mum if that’s an interesting thing to read. Whether I can think of enough
stuff to say which isn’t just me slipping over on placenta if you know what I mean. I
don’t want it to be just like ‘and then I fucked up again…’. So I thought about how
much detail to go into about the birth. And that is just about the only time that
somethings kicked in in my head and goes ‘do you really want people to know this?’.
And its perhaps the think that should have kicked in with the bogey mountain, but
I’ve got a much lower threshold, I don’t think the bogey mountain is that disgusting.
When I used to meet people I used to almost tell them stuff like that as a test, and if
they found it disgusting I was like ‘I don’t want to be your friend’ seriously I was like
‘oh fuck you, if you can’t deal with that you’re not going to be any fun!’ and I’d be the
same with guys I’d tell them something quite grim, I remember someone trying to
set me up with someone and me telling him that I’d just had food poisoning and you
know, I think I had thrown up in the bath and kind of lain in it and stuff. And he was
like ‘ergh’ and I was like ‘great, I know already that you’re not right for me, we don’t
have to go on a date’. So there was almost a stubborn thing there I think.
SG
That kind of dynamic between the stubbornness and, I think I mentioned earlier, the
more whimsical, I don’t know how you feel about that word, I think you’re someone
that that label can be applied or it occurred to me to ask you how you felt about the
word quirky. Because it seems to be a word that crops up a lot when people describe
you?
IS
Yeah I don’t know how I feel about the word quirky because it isn’t a word used
about blokes. And that interests me and makes me go ‘why’s that?’. I don’t think
you’d quite as readily use it with a bloke. I don’t know what the answer is to why that
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is. But how would you describe Tim Key or Jo Wilkinson, I guess you might say
oddball or eccentric. I’d like oddball or eccentric more than quirky or whimsical.
Whimsical feels a bit like to me, deliberately obtuse and I don’t feel like that is
something I am. I just happen to have done stuff that is perhaps a bit mental that I
remember in detail. So to me, it isn’t weird at all. Like the fact that not everyone had
a bogey mountain is to my advantage because it becomes a story that people
remember. At the same time I don’t ever tell it like, this will be weird! I think
everyone in their lives and in their childhoods has got stuff like that and in their
teenage years. And it is just how you frame it, or how much detail you go into. Yeah
so I don’t really like the word whimsical and I don’t really care for the word quirky.
SG
I think it connotes a deliberateness that seems a bit fraudulent.
IS
It feels quite like a little girl, like it sounds like I’d talk about badgers for a whole
hour. What if badgers wore clothes or whatever? And that’s so not what I do, I talk
about fucking bogey mountains.
SG
I think what prevents you, stops you from being, whimsical is the fact that there is
that steely stubbornness and a willingness to talk about, one of the tropes of your
work is relationships. I think you’ve said yourself, it’s about relationships and the
failure of relationships. So you get to talk and sing about bitter-sweet or painful
topics. Within the clothes or the character of other people.
IS
Yeah and I think that is the thing that I probably do best. It took me a bit of a leap to
discover but then I was like ‘oh yeah! That’s what I really like doing’ I like singing as
myself, once I essentially realised that I could duet as myself it was good because
then I could do two different voices and once I started hours which were a couple of
voices and characters but I could play all of them doing different voices it opened up
a lot of stuff for me because I was like ‘oh I can see now how I can make a show that
is both funny and moving and I can do all this different stuff with’ because I am not
just going ‘…and then the man did this and then the woman did that…’ I can sort of
act it out like it was a one person play with little bits of standup in it. And I am son
interested. I have always been so interested in the detail of romantic relationships
and I suppose familial relationships as well. The vulnerabilities within them and why
people stay together when they are not quite right for each other, or the pain that
people will go through to perhaps stay with someone that perhaps their family
doesn’t like. I’m just so fascinated by that. I really love exploring that.
SG
What do you think is behind that? Is it that you’ve kind of gone? ‘Oh there is a
territory here. I can have this’ or is it something that resonates with you?
IS
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It definitely wasn’t an objective move before about ‘this hasn’t been done before’
because it definitely has, done fantastically by many people. It wasn’t a cynical or
thought out move. I don’t know why I am so drawn to it; I think it is like the gift that
keeps on giving. I think in real life, you think you know someone, and they surprise
you. Also, I think how people are in relationships and what their other half is like,
says so much about them which perhaps they can’t see. I don’t really know why I
find it so fascinating, but I find it natural to write about over anything. I feel very
free when I pretend to be other characters, for some reason I find it easier playing
blokes than I find it playing women. I don’t know why that is. I was in a teashop the
other day and there was an old northern guy asking for a cake, but he couldn’t say
the name of the cake it was almost too fancy for his lips. And it was called lemon
poppy… I think it was in Starbucks… I think it was a lemon poppy muffin… or café
Nero… but he was like ‘the lemon thing’, but she had say ‘which?’ because there was
a lemon cheesecake and another thing and he just pointed in the vague direction of
it, but he wouldn’t say. He could see the but she couldn’t and he couldn’t make
himself say it and it almost broke my heart, why is that such a universal, I’m sure
anyone would understand that, I’m sure old Italian men are like that too, maybe
they are not and if they aren’t, why!? I really want to write about it. That thing where
he didn’t want to be seen ordering anything other than a cup of tea, but he really
wanted the cake. I love stuff like that
SG
There is something very characteristic of your work, again you mention, there is a
line in Pearl and Dave. A love story between two people where Pearl, in this very
breathy voice, it’s a burgeoning romance between these two people who have already
got partners. And she says, ‘I’ve only eaten twixes today and I haven’t been to bridge
for a week’. And the specific nature of that… I should apologies for murdering that
line… But it really made me laugh and make go ‘ouch!’. To what extent are little
sketches and details like that, to what extent are they observed and to what extent
are they invented?
IS
I think I like noticing the essence of stuff like that, people’s relationships, and kind
of magpying it away and then I think I tend to write in the detail myself. I think if I
ever wrote a story of the man who couldn’t buy cake, I would make it into a much
more extended thing and perhaps in a new way make it similar to the original. I
could get the drop of it there and that’s the kind of nucleus of how it ends up.
SG
So the individual things like ‘I’ve eaten only twixes’ say that… have you taken the
idea of someone… I don’t know how to quite ask it, but that’s not based on someone
you know who didn’t only eat twixes but it’s the idea…
IS
No. No. More like the reason she is saying she has only eaten twixes and hasn’t been
to bridge for a week is because they are skyping each other the whole time and
they’re lovesick and she’s got this horrible husband and it comes out of her
desperation to be with him. And when I am writing a song and really getting into it,
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it sort of just comes out as a whole, like the words and the melody together. And it’s
not sitting right if I have to think too much about the melody. So ideally I just get
the characters and start playing the guitar and then I might play for about an hour
without getting anywhere and then suddenly the skeleton of a three of four-minute
song comes out. Rather than me writing it in chunks. Or getting the chorus first and
working back.
SG
And you’re writing the lyrics of the song by sort of improvising them?
IS
Yeah. So once I’ve got the characters’ voice right, then if it feels right then it can kind
of fuel itself.
SG
We’re already running short on time because we got involved… but let’s talk about
Peep Show. And let’s talk about Dobby. You entered the show in series 5, was that
difficult to enter an existing thing? It’s a very uniquely styled show.
IS
It was easier in a way because you knew it was definitely going to get shown.
Sometimes you do a pilot and you think ‘will it ever go to series and if it does we
might not find out for a year.’ The good thing was that it was already up and running
and a great show and I was like ‘okay, I definitely know that I am going to be on tele’,
I was quite nervous because I didn’t really know Rob or David and felt quite
intimidated going into a show that big and very excited at the same time. I
remember for the first week or two I didn’t really speak to anyone at all between
takes. I just went and stood and did a crossword, I felt like the new girl at school. Not
because they weren’t nice to me, because they were, but a bit like what I had with Isy
Suttie and the Muppets where I was doing the scene and then going and putting my
head down… thankfully I didn’t put my head down into a spider’s webs but I felt like
‘I’ve just got to do my job’ and sus out what I have to do in between this. After a
couple of weeks I was like ‘okay it seems to be going alright.’
SG
and did you get a sense at the time of how important that character might be for
you? The fact you might play that character in several series.
IS
No. I didn’t know it would ever go past… I never knew I’d be in the next series as it
were, when we finished series 5 I hoped that I would be back, but I didn’t know. And
then I was very pleased and a bit overwhelmed when people liked it, because I hadn’t
done very much tele before that, I had done a little bit but only like one episode of
things, so it was quite a big jump it felt like quite a big jump.
SG
Were there moments where you felt you got to grips with the character? Because
Sam and Jesse write the show and they give it to you, and you turn it into the
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character. Was there moment where you felt enough ownership over Dobby where
you felt ‘is this quite right? Does this fit within the script? with my interpretation of
if?’
IS
No. Not really. We got the scripts and we did it. I thought the writing was always
excellent and I never felt that. I never felt that and that’s the truth. I would have said
it to them, because they were so incredibly open and always said ‘do you feel like…’
and I was always like ‘yeah…’ The way that show is written, you don’t have to do very
much. Like with something like Toast say, a lot of it is in performance and it is quite
cartoony, it’s so much part of what the show is, with the peep show it always felt
quite naturalistic, as long as the casting was right, and you said the lines, and didn’t
actually try to do loads of them. It probably sat better with them than if you tried to
do it a lot. At least I felt like that. I think Matt King perhaps, with Superhans, he did
perhaps.. wait.. no… I think that Matt King is pretty similar to Superhans in real life.
SG
Something I quite like to do on the show is ask people to review themselves? So if we
do it from the point of view of a standup, I know you have a tour coming up that’s
like the book tour for a book you are releasing later this month, so tell us a little
about that book and what you’re planning for that tour to be like. And I’ll do the
review question.
IS
Okay. The books about my late twenties and early thirties. It’s called the actual one.
It’s a kind of memoir about that period of my life where I was single and all my
mates suddenly settling down and I was really pissed off with them. Unreasonably,
but that is how I felt. Then my mates said, ‘oh don’t worry when you think you meet
the one, the next guy is the actual one.’ And I was like ‘okay.’ So that’s kind of the
spine of the story and the tour, which I am sort of finalising now, will be a mixture of
songs and standup and readings from the book. But I have found when I preview it a
couple of times, when I start reading, and go ‘and now for the bit where I made a
paper Mache penguin to try and save my relationship’… if I then do [imitates
reading the book] and start reading it, the energy drops in the room. It’s quite
interesting with some book tours, if you’re like Johnathan Fransu people would be
there to see you read and it wouldn’t happen like that but because I chat to them
before the readings and after and do the songs, I think I need to lift it off the page
more. So I think I need to learn the key bullet points and some nice lines from each
story. At the end of the last preview I was like ‘did you feel when I was reading it’ and
they were like ‘yeah, it was just better when you told them. And I was like ‘oh fuck,
I’m going to have to learn…’
SG
The book that you’ve written! (Laughs) Could you tell the story from memory
without looking at the book?
IS
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I did that a couple of times actually and I found things naturally that weren’t in the
book. So my editor is going to be really pleased at the end of the tour when I am like
‘Um can we make all these changes?’ but yeah I think that is the best thing to do, I
think I just need to familiarise myself.
SG
And there is going to be elements of standup in that as well?
IS
Yeah I guess. I did like an hour and a quarter at my last preview and it’s got to be like
55 minutes, So I need to look at what to… yeah there are. I’m going to read through
my GCSE history coursework and a section that I couldn’t go into in the book
because it was deemed too disgusting, probably not in Leamington Spar because it’s
too posh. You’re from Leamington Spar aren’t you.
SG
I am from Leamington Spar
IS
I can’t imagine the stories of my friend drinking his girlfriend’s sick going down that
well in Leamington Spar.
SG
They’ll love that!
IS
Okay I’ll do that.
SG
With that in mind, and you were saying before this is a show, the first tour show that
you haven’t already done in Edinburgh. So that is a scary prospect.
IS
And also, I don’t really know what they show is yet. Because I need to cut it down
from an hour and a quarter. I know it will be a mixture of chat and doing readings
and stuff, it’s not going to be standup like in the sense of Michael McIntyre, so it’ll be
sitting at a stool. So when I say standup, it’s going to be kind of talking around the
book so I want to keep it quite loose. I never sit down normally onstage. Apart from
when I used to do the Gay scene and the mics where gaffer taped to the stools and
stuff like that, that’s part of the reason that made me stand up. Like I’m standing up
and I’m here. I’m going to sit on a stool.
SG
I’m going to say, people who haven’t done standup comedy will probably not realise
quite what a deal that is.
IS
It’s so… its really different.
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SG
This show that I did at Edinburgh, just gone, there was a bench just accidently at the
back of the stage, it was a free fringe venue. And every now and then I’d just sit on
the bench and it completely changed the rhythm and the mood of the.. and I was
able to jump up from it and I was like ‘Jesus, I’ve got a prop!’… I feel like I should
ask you more questions about stools but there isn’t enough time
IS
Eww – don’t.
SG
With that in mind, and looking back at your standup practice, how would you review
yourself, from the position of an outsider?
IS
Like genuinely? I’d say… Feels honest,.. erh… god.. ummm… it feels like a chat with
a friend… sometimes perhaps…lacking punchlines… It’s still like that friend you like
to be in the pub with them. I think perhaps my weakness is that I don’t end that
strongly like the du dum. Sometimes I stumble across it, or sometimes another
comic goes ‘hey, do that at the end’. And I go ‘I fucking love you.’ But I think
generally that is my main weakness, that I slightly coast on turns of phrase and
finger picking a little bit.
SG
Is that criticism something that you have picked up by osmosis as you’ve read it in
reviews or heard it in reviews.
IS
Or is it something that comes from me? I think it’s both. I don’t really read reviews
as much anymore. With Edinburgh, if I am doing Edinburgh, I don’t read any
reviews at all. I memorise where my posters are on the first day and then I make
sure I don’t go where posters are so I can’t see and quotes which sounds fucking
mental’ if you’re not a standup. But that’s how I get through it. ‘that’s the show. I do
It every day. The same thing and then drink and then you’ll be back in England in
three weeks’ Then what I do in September is I sit down with a cup of tea and read all
the reviews in one afternoon and then have a very quiet think. I say this like I do this
every year, I haven’t done it since 2011, but such is my mindset I still think in
Academic years. I tended not to write very much in September because I’d just done
a show. I think it is useful sometimes to read reviews, especially if they are from a
newspaper that they respect. Sometimes it’s not very useful at all. So I think I have
to make the decision yourself. I don’t think there is an absolute rule for me. I don’t
read any reviews of the book; the book is a tangible thing its done.
SG
You can’t change it
IS
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Yeah exactly. I think it is what it is. Some comics don’t read reviews at all. I’d like to
be one of those people who doesn’t read any, and I’m very good at not googling
myself, which is why I haven’t read very much, if anything about Dobby. You just do
your best at the time. I’m not one of those people who gets a bottle of whisky and sit
down and thinks ‘right! I’m going to see what the internet thinks of me
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9.1.2 Jimmy Carr
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SG – Stewart Goldsmith
JC – Jimmy Carr
Part 1
SG
So we last saw each other, we think, in Montreal.
JC
At just for laughs, yeah. The greatest comedy festival in the world I think.
SG
You’re huge there. I didn’t realise.
JC
Well I do it every year. And I love Just for Laughs, because it is the best comedy
festival, because in Edinburgh you can have a bad one, and you can’t in Montreal.
Because it is by invitation. Everyone there is already having a great time. It doesn’t
matter how good your Edinburgh is, my best one was 2002, Perrier nomination, my
show at the pleasance, oh no this year at the Gilded Balloon was really really good
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and I had a great time, but I had friends who had a nightmare. And it always takes
the edge off, doesn’t matter how good a time you are having, you’re walking around
going brilliant I’ve written a show that is really working and I am finding and
audience for this, I think I might be able to do this as my job, oh this is amazing, and
then you bump into someone and they go “Yeah, I might have to sell my car”. I think
that is the reason the free fringe exists today, is because promoters put people in
debut. When I was in, 10/15 years ago, people were coming away from it with these
enormous debts, and they were spending a fortune on PR, for what essentially was a
local gig. It was an Edinburgh gig at the fringe, which should have been a fiver to get
in, nobody loses anything, you’re up there for the month at it maybe costs you a few
quid to be there. I think the free fringe had to happen because people were losing
money. Ultimately what Edinburgh was about was being discovered or finding your
audience.
SG
Do you know what they are doing this year? I’ve been waiting to see what the bigger
venues would do about the free fringe and one of the tactics now is to take a free
fringe venue and say to the… one of the big venues takes it over and they say to the
acts “hey if you give me a four thousand deposit, you can do a free fringe show in this
venue” and collect money in a hat afterwards.
JC
What! That’s extraordinary isn’t it.
SG
Because if you’re a big venue, but presumably they’ve been looking to the free fringe
happening and they’ve gone “oh hang on this is changing everything”,
JC
Don’t they just need to cut the ticket price, when I first used to go to Edinburgh,
when I first did it, first going up with rubbernecker with Steve Merchant, Ricky
Gervais and Robin Ince, I went up the year before, no two years before, and went up
to the comedy competitions, and the daily mail open mic and the gilded balloon’s so
you think you’re funny. Then I went up with Steve, Ricky and Robin and did a show
at the Café Royale. It’s a pretty specific Edinburgh, if you’re listening to this, you
know exactly what I mean. It was a really fun thing being up there, you could put on
a show, it wasn’t a disaster, if people didn’t come, it was just fun.
SG
So there wasn’t pressure on you at the time? did you put pressure on yourself in that
environment?
JC
You wanted it to really good. And the next year coming up and doing your first solo
show. It was wasn’t a crowded market particularly, you could get your head round it
pretty easily, what’s going on, and promotion was pretty easy.
SG
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How did you end up doing a four hander with those specific other three people?
JC
I don’t know, I think we had done a couple of previews, we had done the hen &
chickens, from January that year, we had done a couple of gigs there. I had written
on his show a little bit, Meet Ricky Gervais, because I knew Ian Morris and Damon
Beasley, who were working on it. So I came in and did a couple of days writing on
that, no more than that. And the we all sort of became friends, and then we sort of
said well we don’t want to go do a solo Edinburgh show, none of us felt ready for that
but we all felt like we could do 15 minutes, and put on an hour, that would be
something wouldn’t it, that would be quite fun. I don’t know. It was good, it was a
really good show as well.
SG
Do you remember… who was best on that bill?
JC
I think Steve was the best on that bill. Ricky was really good he did his character,
Derek, and he did some straight stand up and he did Derek as a standup, sort of two
separate bits, and they were both magnificent, they were both really funny, but
Steve’s bit was incredible, where he came on as a delusional comic who was huge in
the west country, and did this whole… just such a well thought out character. It was
just brilliant.
SG
Did you ever get to keep a recording of it? Were you ever able to revisit it? Did you
ever tape the show?
JC
No I don’t think anyone taped any of those shows. I didn’t think we thought it’d be a
matter of interest. A curio later on.
SG
It’s funny looking back, I know in the Netflix show, which we will talk about, you
mention Nick Helm, I know you were at…
JC
I remember going to see Nick, first, it’s got to be about seven/eight years ago now.
He was in Tron. In the Tron, which was an extraordinary show. Here’s the wonderful
thing about Edinburgh, you go up there and you find five new acts, in a year, and you
sort of go “oh they’re mine”, you go and watch them and it is a wonderful thing of
when you watch them on their first panel show or Have I got News For You five
years later. “Oh yeah, that guy, I saw him in that tiny venue”, it really reminds me of
being a teenager and being into indie bands, and when they have a bit of success it’s
like “Yay, I spotted them early”. A lovely thing. But getting back to ticket pricing in
Edinburgh, the thing that Edinburgh venues have got wrong is that they’ve gone its
15/16 quid for a ticket. I used to go up there and see eight shows in a day. It just
wouldn’t be feasible. Just out of being a student, going up to Edinburgh and seeing
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that many shows. It feels like it should be a lower point and people taking a chance
on it. I think people are willing to give up an hour, and that’s when you’re seeing 5/6
shows in a day. There is always a balance in Edinburgh, where you want to have
some acts, I’ve always seen myself very much in the last six/seven years of being a
gateway drug in Edinburgh. I’m the marijuana.
SG
We talked about this when I was in Edinburgh last.
JC
If you go to Edinburgh right, and you were a punter and you never really had been to
comedy much before, go to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival it is just overwhelming.
It’s absolutely overwhelming. My friend Kevin went for the first time last year and
sort of went, “it’s all just a bit too much”, so you pick three people you’ve seen on
shows before, and you say “right I’m going to go and see them” and then you take a
chance on two shows, that you think might be good because someone has
recommended them, or good reviews, and then one is just a wildcard, “I’ll go and see
that, let’s see”, but I think that is the way that it has always been. You’ve always had
your “oh I know who he is, I’ve heard him on… he’s on Radio 4, he’s very good.” And
then you’ve got your acts where you go “well… let’s see”.
SG
You were saying when we chatted last, a brief chat in the street, two Edinburgh’s ago
I think, and you were saying, you were doing shows outside of town, because you felt
like it wasn’t right for you, to be doing the Edinburgh festival. I think the inference
was that it’s not fair for you to turn up and just get a huge amount of comedy fans to
come and see you when you don’t really need Edinburgh anymore. So you were
saying you were doing shows outside town and then you’d come in and see shows
and support the festival.
JC
I think I’d still do Edinburgh, if I had a brand-new show, I’m not going up this year
because I am doing a best of show. And it feels very inappropriate to knock out the
hits in Edinburgh. I don’t feel that is what Edinburgh is about. But I think if I was
doing a new show I’d be very happy… I like it when big acts go and… I think Sarah
Millican did it last year, where she went and worked out new material in a tiny
venue. At Edinburgh, that seems absolutely appropriate. A treat for the people who
got those tickets. And I bet the people who went to see that, went to see three other
things. It’s almost afterglow of when you see a great show, you can make it through a
couple of bad shows afterwards. It’s a very special place Edinburgh.
SG
Some comics go up to Edinburgh and focus on doing there shows. They sleep in late,
and they get up and go to the gym, and they go out, knock out their show, go and get
hammered, and then they go back home. You are someone, I know because I have
sat in a lot of audiences with you, with your very distinctive laugh, it’s easy to know
that you’re there
JC
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That’s the reason I like Just for Laughs (Comedy Festival), because I see everything.
It’s the way that you meet people. It’s quite a lonely life being a standup comedian,
in terms of you go and do a show, you come back on your own. I don’t have a support
(act) on tour, I just do two hours. So you’re out on your own. And that feeling of
meeting other people that are in your business, doing the same job as you, seeing
how they do it is kind of delightful. It’s very inspiring when you see a brilliant
routine, you sort of go ‘oh right! That’s a totally different angle.’ Or when you go and
see someone and they’re doing a very different style of comedy, an hour of whimsical
or observational, something that I’m not great at. You’re sort of blown away. The
grass is always greener. Like I’ll go to an hour-long show, with only three stories!
SG
Because you’d like to do that?
JC
I sort of look at it and go “that must be so easy, c’mon”, I’ve had to write 300 jokes.
SG
Yeah because you are under pressure to keep on delivering the stuff that you deliver.
One of the vouges in comedy over the last ten years is, you get one story is basically
one joke and then you feather around it for ten minutes. If you see an Edinburgh act
with three stories, for you (Jimmy Carr) would need to compress all the jokes in that
and probably get five minutes out of it?
JC
Yeah. But I like the style of comedy I do. I don’t think you choose the style of comedy
that you do, I think it chooses you. Unless you are really cynical and want to be an
actor which I think a few people (comedians) are probably guilty of. But that’s just
your sense of humour. Those are the jokes that you can write. That’s what you come
up with. That’s what makes you laugh. And for me it was always that short-form,
Emo Phillips, Steven Wright, kind of one liner stuff was what I loved. And I loved the
idea. I remember seeing John Maloney at the Comedy Store, god it’s got to be fifteen
years ago now, sixteen years ago. Right when I started. Seeing him at the Comedy
Store and he came out and went, ‘I’ll start with some jokes.’, and then just did ten
one liners, boom, boom, boom, boom (fingers clicking), off the bat and then told a
story. I remember thinking, I’d like to do a show where it’s just that first three
minutes, that opening salvo of, bang, bang, bang. And it never lets up. That’s part of
the reason of this best of tour, just dropping bombs for two hours. Just that one
liner, after one liner. All killer, no filler. You know, in a show, you can feel yourself as
an audience member, just kind of going, (faux tired/yawning) ‘Oh I can see where
this is going, can we just hurry it up a bit?’
SG
There’s a bit of a twinkle in your eye, when you were saying dropping bombs, and I
wonder if that twinkle is because you’re enjoying how incongruous its sounds to talk
about it in that rap language. In a way that white, middle class, male standups are
fond of doing?
JC
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Well, it is that thing you know, you’re aware of what you’re doing as a standup.
You’re aware that you’re getting a certain reaction for a joke. And outside of this
podcast, you don’t want to talk about killing or destroying, or any of that crazy
language, but that’s what you’re aiming to do. That’s what you’re going out, trying to
do. To get the audience to that stage, where they’re a little bit giddy with laughter. I
like to think of myself as a drug dealer.
SG
If only the audience could see the house we’re recording this in, I think they’d
probably agree with you
JC
Yeah, Scarface. You’re a drug dealer. Your releasing endorphins. The drugs are
already on the people that you’re selling them to. But they can’t get hold of them
without your special words. Like a magic spell. You say the words in this order, then
they giggle, and they feel happy. It’s not just a laugh, it comes with sustained
laughter. And that rhythm of laughter. It’s that kind of idea of the one-two-punch
every minute.
SG
Just to continue for a moment, that analogy of a drug-dealer. A drug dealer is very
powerful. And I think you on the stage, are one of the most powerful comedians to
watch. I don’t mean your jokes are powerful in the sense… of course they’re funny.
But you seem to take pleasure when they laugh, despite themselves?
JC
I absolutely buy that. I’m obsessed by the cognitive dissonance. The idea that you
can make people laugh, and them being disappointed in themselves for laughing at
the same time. Or being disgusted and laugh at the same time. As long as the laugh
comes first, even if it’s just half a second before, you’re golden. Because that’s the
real them. I like the idea that the laughter is, I wonder if people consider this, you
don’t choose what you laugh at. You never choose what you laugh at. It chooses you.
Your laughter is a part of you. It’s a reflex. You laugh straightaway and then
immediately you see hands going up to faces. And an intake of breath
(demonstrates), and people are shocked that they laughed at that thing and then it’s
a joyful, giddy. For me it’s very much hankering teenage years, laughing
inappropriately. You know, the laughter at a funeral. The laughter in the classroom
when you know you should be concentrating. That transgressive laugh.
SG
Is that a more satisfying laugh for you to win from an audience, if it’s transgressive?
If you’ve made them laugh at something they’re probably ashamed about.
JC
I don’t know. These days, probably not. Because I am pretty good at that. That’s
what I am famous for. I can do that all day. The thing that I really like, is making
people laugh hard with a very clean joke that I can do on The Tonight Show.
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SG
So that’s changed over the course of your career?
JC
Absolutely. I started, reasonably, slightly, cleaner. And then I do very rude jokes. I
love them. I find that’s where the biggest laughs are for me. Personally.
SG
Is that what I am talking about? Because there’s satisfaction in making them laugh
despite themselves?] No. I just think that’s it’s my sense of humour. I wouldn’t want
to do a Freudian analysis of my routine.
SG
Everyone else has.
JC
But the edgy transgressive stuff, that’s where the tension is. There’s a lot of tension
and you release that. But as a matter of professional pride, I love it when I can write
a clean joke and make it work so that I can do the Royal Variety show. It’s very
difficult when you’re going through the Netflix special, doing promo, doing promo
on the Tonight Show in the United States of America, and do eighteen clean jokes. I
mean, just a nightmare. Just a nightmare of going, well that’s sort of clean. It hasn’t
got any swearwords in it, but it is sort of about something rude. “But can we get
away with that, yeah”
SG
And you have to submit all of those jokes for the Tonight Show?
JC
Yeah, 100%. And then have a weird conversation about it.
SG
“I’m inferring anal sex”
JC
“I think the transgender community would be okay with that” “I don’t think it is
hurtful”, so you really have to explain it. It’s a good discipline (creating clean jokes).
I think if I had to work clean, maybe doing my first Edinburgh hour this year.
Because it is much more difficult to write that stuff. It’s why I have such admiration
for people who work absolutely clean. I think well that is extraordinary.
SG
Like Brian Green, for example, can just do it, Or Milton, seeing Milton Jones do an
hour of one-liners that you can bring children to. They’re not aimed at children, but
you can bring children to them because you know there aren’t going to be any
swears.
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JC
Yeah it’s extraordinary.
SG
Are you a fan of that sort of…?
JC
Yeah I love that. It’s not something that I would aspire to be doing but I really like it.
People often talk about comedy like it’s one thing. And I think that is what often
leads you down a weird cul-de-sac, where people are asking you what does your
comedy mean? And you’re like, “Oh no, I’m just an entertainer. No, no. I’m not
trying to change anyone’s mind about anything.” I don’t have any agenda. There’s no
real, there’s no politics in my act. I’m not trying to go; right this is the reason why I
think the Labour leader ought to be like this. It’s just jokes. People do get a bit over, I
mean I’m not sure on this podcast (laughs), but people do get a little bit over
analytical. (Mimics over analytical interviewer) ‘Oh, so why are you telling those
jokes? What’s the meaning behind that?’ and you go ‘No, I’m just trying to make a
living. I’m a jester.’ And people (comedians) get quite, they try and go the other way
in interviews. (Mimics other comedians) ‘Yeah, was I was actually thinking when I
wrote that, I was making a joke about sexism when I said that.’, Nah, I just thought it
was funny.
SG
There is something to be said, in researching this interview, I remember reading… I
forget which… a newspaper which I saw online… A couple of times, you’ve refused to
apologise for jokes. And you’ve said, ‘I’m sorry if people are offended. But it’s just a
joke’, there is something quite refreshing about not seeing someone being drawn
into an obviously bullshit apology.
JC
I think it’s from Sarah Silverman. Sarah had a joke, if I can remember correctly, The
Tonight Show, but it might have been when Conan was doing it, so The Conan
Show, made some joke about something and then apologised and then never heard
then end of it, because she apologised. I think she learnt the lesson, and I learnt it
from her. No don’t. If you’re offended then I’m sorry, a bad thing has happened. But
it is very rare that people were offended at the show. People tend to be offended
because they read the joke, in the Daily Mail. They shouldn’t have printed it. That’s
them being irresponsible.
SG
They’ve nicked, and told that joke, effectively.
JC
…and taken it out of context. And mis-told it badly. You think actually, I told that
joke after being up on stage for two hours and there are always jokes that you can
tell at the end of a two-hour show that you couldn’t tell at the beginning. Your kind
of building up a tolerance.
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SG
So is there a certain amount of creative freedom, creative ease, in saying that you
don’t have to say anything. You don’t have to apologise. You’re just a jester. If you
had decided that early on in your career. If you decided that ‘I’m not ever going to
have to rack my brains and think about what something means, I’m just going to try
and go directly to the funny.
JC
I think it is an easier road. Isn’t it? I think being an entertainer is being more like
(claps legs and hands). It’s easier being a jester. I think there are comics, that we
could both name, that have had kids because it might be the basis of a show.
SG
Yeah probably.
JC
Well there are. Well you know people who have just gone, ‘well I need something,
I’m going to go and do something ridiculous now because I might get some material
out of it.’ Okay. Good luck with that.
SG
When we were in Montreal. I saw two very different sides of you. And I’m talking
about a walk when we both went to see Tom Segura’s show.
JC
Really good show, yeah.
SG
Phenomenal show. We walked across town and I got to briefly experience what it’s
like being Jimmy Carr, when heads are turning, either side, as we are having this
brisk walk through town, because you’re very famous there, very well-known there.
And we arrived at the Tom Segura gig and there was a girl outside who is called
Juliana, she was an intern at the festival, and she couldn’t get into the show, and you
said, “Oh, just come in with us” and just wandered in. And she was really made up
and pleased. And I was like “oh my goodness, I’ve just seen Jimmy being kind,
secretly”
JC
That doesn’t show me in a good light does it.
SG
It doesn’t at all. The illusion shatters. There is that part of you that likes going into
support comedy shows and goes to see comedy shows and cares and would cross the
street to piss on someone if they were on fire.
JC
If I needed a pee, I guess.
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SG
I thought “oh look at Jimmy being kind” and then at the same time I saw you, in the
Roast, the Roast Masters International.
JC
Oh yeah. That was fun.
SG
Which was the opposite, obviously it was a performative experience, but just the
most brutal, it was a competition to say the worst possible thing in the funniest way.
JC
I mean yeah. A lot of fun.
SG
Not only did you win that, you tore them apart, and it was so much fun for us
watching, the rest of the brit com people who were there, me and Ed Gamble and
Pippa Evans, we were stood there, watching from the balcony as Dave Chappelle and
his crew, You know I don’t really see Dave Chappelle and his crew, when I grew up in
Leamington Spar, and you grew up in Hounslow, or Slough for comedy purposes. Is
that right? Hounslow?
JC
Yeah.
SG
Okay. So I don’t interact with Dave Chappelle and the likes of his crew on a regular
basis and there was an enormous amount of pleasure to be had, to be seen from
them going “JIMMY CARR”, rapping and losing their minds.
JC
It was a fun night. Well weirdly we did it as a proper tournament, so really the
genius behind it is Jeff Ross, I think is very well known for doing the comedy roasts.
He does them phenomenally well, he also did a special last year which is exceptional
where he goes into a prison, which is great and which is on comedy central, and
roasts a prison. Which is great. The guards and the prisoners. A brilliant special. So
the roast battles, the idea was we’d have something like 32 comedians, down to one,
and a knockout competition.
SG
And were you taking it in turns to do five one liners?
JC
Yes. Well that was the idea, but obviously it was then roasting the judges on that
particular night or messing around with whoever it was. It was quite easy to do
really. It’s basically heckle putdowns. Basically trying to diss the other person or say
something unpleasant. And it was surprisingly fun.
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SG
I don’t think there is another person who went through that process performatively,
who described it as quite easy to do. When it got down to Michael Ballard, who was
the final opponent.
JC
He was a very nice man.
SG
He was very careful to say when he set up his lines, “this is a mismatch obviously,
You’re Jimmy Carr and I’m some relative newbie.” I think I heard; I don’t know for a
fact. But I believe other comics had been going round all day saying, “here’s Jimmy’s
background, here’s what you need to say” I don’t know whether he was seeking it
out.
JC
There was a fair bit of that going on, or “he’s going to say this”. It was really good, it
felt really festively. It remined me of the early days of Edinburgh where there was
Late and Live back in the day.
SG
In the Gilded Balloon.
JC
Yeah the only late gig where everybody was at that, at one in the morning, who was
still up. Because Edinburgh was slightly smaller then and there wasn’t 5 alternates.
You were at that gig, or nowhere. I used to love that. It had the same feel.
SG
Did you need to prepare anything for those roasts, or are you, now at a level where,
given that so many of your tours have a section where you go Heckle Amnesty, let’s
go for it, that’s part of what they come for?
JC
Always prepare. Its that thing, where any show that I’ve ever done, I’ve always
prepped and over prepped for it. And still now, you turn up to a panel show, turn up
a little early, know what’s going on, know the vague areas that we are going to be
discussing. You know, there are certain ones that you cannot prepare for. But even
something like a QI, you can sort of do a little research in your head. Watch a couple
of interesting documentaries beforehand or you read, a couple of articles that you
wouldn’t ordinarily read. Just to put you in that mind space. Or you watch a few
episodes to get a rhythm of the show. Always. If you don’t prepare… it’s that thing of,
when you want to make it look like you just turned up and did nothing, ultimately it
is the work ethic that saves you.
SG
It’s fascinating to hear you say that, because I had wondered now, you are such a
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consummate heckle put down person, that you just walk in and… I’m sure you
could…
JC
I think you could… but you want to make it more specific, so it is more hurtful.
SG
Absolutely.
JC
Surely you want to make it absolutely awful for them. Hopefully we will do it again
this year. And it will become a thing.
SG
And the first person to beat you will be carried should high around the city.
JC
I’m sure yes.
SG
Just while we are on the subject. Because obviously you are known as the king of
dealing with heckles. The extent for which, in your shows you create a space in which
you go right, let’s go for it. Do you particularly look forward to it, in a two-hour
show? Everything else is a script, this is where I am going to wing it.
JC
Well on a good night 80/90% of the jokes I have written and am performing to the
best of my abilities. But the bits that aren’t that, the bits where you’re saying tell me
the weirdest sexual thing, or tell me a story, that’s my favourite bit because you
haven’t heard those before, and you don’t know where it is going to lead you. Why go
and see a show live? Why not just wait for it to come out on Netflix and watch the
special, why be in the room? And it is because the funniest bits are the bits that
happen in the room that night. You really notice it on twitter, when people tweet
after your show, it’s all about the “oh I wouldn’t have wanted to be Dave this
evening, he got a hard time…” that little thing of whatever the moment was. People
have a real sense of “that only happened tonight and will never happen again. That’s
why we want to see it live.
SG
But specifically, in dealing with heckles, there are so many videos out there of
“collections of Jimmy Carr destroys heckler”, what I am interested in, is that bit, I
think the whole audience thinks this, trying to decide whether you are on the back
foot or not. There’s a brilliant one, I’ve watched numerous compilations so I can’t
say which show it came from, but someone heckles you and someone else goes, “stop
stalling”, because they’ve spotted that you’ve done that comedians thing of asking
them to repeat to give you an extra second to deal with it. And someone else has
gone “stop stalling”,
JC
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…and you have to be extra devastating to make it look like…
SG
And you do things like putting him into a queue, dealt with the first one and then
dealt with the second. But just when he stopped shouting “stop stalling”, I wondered
if there was a moment, where you go, “oh, hello, this is new”, is there a bit of a
frisson there where you go “I could lose”.
JC
Yeah, but losing is okay. It’s that thing of saying I’m an entertainer takes a lot of
pressure off because you don’t have to have a message but also going, if people are
heckling and super funny and people are devastating, great. If it’s 2,000 people on a
night out and we all had a massive laugh at my expense, great, fine. If you can’t take
it, you shouldn’t be giving it out. I do subscribe to that a little bit. I mean, if you get
given a hard time, fine, and sometimes if it is really funny then it is great when they
can win. For me it is my job and I am doing it every night, but it is lovely if the guy
who is the funny one in their group shouts out and all his friends are impressed, it’s
cool.
SG
That moment where someone shouts out a thing, do you have a system that you are
doing? Consciously or unconsciously, do you have an approach? Where you’ll go
“okay, get them to repeat it, now I could…” almost if we could imagine it like bullet
time in the matrix, you go “do I attack him on this basis, do I…” one of the things
you’re really good at doing, is you set the agender, so if someone shouts something,
if you don’t have an immediate comeback, I have observed, you tend to take a step
back and set your agenda by going “look everyone what’s happened here is this”, do
you see what I mean?
JC
It’s quite binary in terms of, it’s going to be a generic heckle putdown of which I have
written many, or is it going to be a specific thing about them, and really that is about
their next reaction. So if it is not about that next specific thing and you’re getting
heckled, like “I fucked your mum” whatever that thing is, if it is not going to be about
that specific thing, then it is saying to them, what’s your name and what do you do. If
they’re willing to play and give you an answer quickly, then you can just deal with
that. That tends to be more fun for me when people come back with “okay, my name
is Dave and I work in IT”, okay we’ll talk about that. If they just heckle and it goes
silent, then it becomes more of a generic thing…
SG
It’s more of an aggressive heckle, they’re trying to screw you over rather than play
JC
Then if it’s not a dialogue, then it’s got to be more of a devastating put down. Is what
it’s got to be. It’s more fun if they join in and it becomes a conversation.
SG
How many original heckle putdowns do you have at your disposal?
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JC
Probably, maybe, thirty in my head at any point in time. Slightly different depending
where you are, thirty that will work no matter the scenario and ones that are more
specific, which are always better. It is always better if it is about that person, in that
room, on that night and you get points for speed as well. It’s like doing topical jokes.
Like if you get something that happened in the news today, then you get twice as big
a laugh as it deserves, because people reward speed.
SG
There is another, from another compilation that I saw online, there is a lovely
moment where you are fielding, dealing with several different heckles and someone
shouts “respond without referring to sex, women, or violence”
JC
I think that might be one in the Netflix special where someone says “respond but
don’t mention sex or his mum”
SG
And you immediately go “where are you from”. But what would you have done if he
had said, not geography or my job?
JC
The parameters of what I can or can’t do.
SG
That looked like you had some fun, it looked like you had some fun in how to field
that heckle. What that heckle is saying without saying is, “I love you and know
exactly.. I’m well versed in what you do that I want to make it more challenging.” It
didn’t seem so much as an aggressive heckle so much as “I’ve spotted your tricks Mr
Jimmy Carr, answer this without doing one of you regular tricks”
JC
Yeah, I like to think he was being nice. Trying to challenge me, but possibly fuck it
up. It is interesting, the whole heckle phenomenon, because it’s so synonymous with
shows being ruined, even the term heckle you need another term for it. Because
there is such big difference between… I get as annoyed by hecklers as anybody else,
if someone shouts out just as I am delivering a punchline and steps on it. Then I’m
like “well I wrote that joke, and all these people would have really enjoyed that joke,
and that is ruined now, by someone talking over the top of it”, if they don’t know
when to come in, then it is not good. It is quite easy to see, I do the setup line,
punchline, laugh, and there is clearly a space there to get in if you want to. Do you
feel any responsibility? Do you think you are helping to perpetuate a climate…? I’m
sure I did a show in Edinburgh, years ago, where I was in the audience and someone
was heckling, I was splitting an hour with Jimmy McGee, Jimmy was onstage, I was
in the audience. Someone shouted something out, I shushed him and the guy looked
at me, a Scottish guy, he really bristled, and he was like “aye the lads got to take his
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knocks” and you sort of go, “no he doesn’t”, that’s your idea about what heckling is.
Do you think by letting these hecklers have a pop, you are perpetuating it as a thing?
JC
Umm yeah. Yeah. Probably I am. I am probably not helping. Probably not helping.
But it is a thing at my shows, it’s just not a thing at everyone’s shows. But also,
audiences are quite bright, I think people generally get it. The kind of comedy I am
doing would lead you to suspect “If I joined in here, he’d be fine” and “he doesn’t
seem that irritable and he is just getting on with it.” I mean it can ruin shows.
Who’s… Jim Jeffreys was telling me this story about… he did a very long routine,
about a ten- or twelve-minute routine, and it has one punchline, and it is a
devastatingly brilliant punchline, and he got heckled in Dublin, during the show, he
was eleven minutes into it. And someone heckled. And he just went “that’s it, that’s
ruined, he ruined, good night.” And just walked off. Stone cold Jim Jeffreys. I mean
it can happen I suppose.
SG
So is there a particular heckle putdown that you as a comedy fan, as well as a
comedy writer, wished that you had written?
JC
I don’t think so. I don’t think there is anything that I have seen where I’d think
that’s…
SG
Because I know you’ve talked about Anthony Jeselnik.
JC
Jeselnick. Yeah I like Anthony a lot. I haven’t seen him do much with hecklers. I’ve
seen him sort of talk to a heckler, he’s not really from that school of… Also I don’t
think people would heckle him, because he doesn’t come across as being, I mean he
is the nicest… he doesn’t come across as… I’m a huge fan of him. He’s great. But I
don’t think, heckle putdown wise, he’s…
SG
as good as you.
JC
No. I don’t think he does it very much. He doesn’t do it very much, I don’t think. It’s
not really that thing. I’m just trying to think of the best I’ve seen… Is probably Bill
Burr in Philadelphia.
SG
Oh yes. Where he just goes on and on.
JC
Yeah basically the audience were awful, and he wasn’t going to get paid unless he did
his time. And as he counts down his time, he’s just telling the audience what terrible
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people they are. And for the first five minutes they are just hating him, and shouting
and barracking him and as it gets to about four minutes to go they turn round and go
“this guy’s incredible”
SG
I remember. I wasn’t at this gig, but I remember it happening, I remember hearing
about it, a friend of mine was watching the Malcolm Hardy benefit gig where you got
booed on.
JC
Oh yeah that was fun. I think there was this thing where people didn’t think I knew
Malcolm or something.
SG
Yeah there was some sort of climate, where people were angry that you were there,
they felt you didn’t represent the same spirit as Malcolm.
JC
.. that alternate world. Yeah I got on very well with Malcolm. He was a lovely man, I
did my second ever gig at up the creek and I mean, died, absolutely died. And there
were four or five guys and it might have been fewer, it might have been three guys.
But they were cab drivers, black cab drivers in London, who used to go to up the
creek on a Sunday night, and were, not professional hecklers, but they would take
such pride in being devastating hecklers, there standard heckle was “Malcolm,
Malcolm…” and it was for Malcolm to come and get rid of this act. And I remember
going up there and someone did a terrible routine before and did okay and I got up
and did my act my five minutes which had gone very well in Islington on a Saturday
and tried it at up the creek on a Sunday and they were not having any of it. They did
not like me. And came of stage and sort of slightly devastated, and thinking “oh
maybe comedy isn’t for me”, and I remember Malcolm going “there’s a quiz machine
through here, c’mon” and then playing on the quiz machine for ages and going “oh
he seems to think I am alright”, and he was like “yeah you’re alright, come back next
week”, that lovely “oh no you’re doing the right thing, you’re doing okay, don’t worry
about that” that baptism of fire. He was a very sweet man.
SG
Do you have certain moments like that where you feel like it was a change in your
learning? Like I can think of certain gigs or certain experiences I had where I almost
felt myself click and gone up a level. I understand this differently now.
JC
I think it is quite a gradual process, I do feel like I am better now than I was. But
then I think that is true of most jobs, people get better. In most jobs you get a
promotion. And it is very clear that you’re a more senior person now. You used to be
a GP and now you’re a consultant, whatever the equivalent is in your industry. And
with comedy not so much, you’re still playing in the same rooms, but I feel like I am
more myself now, than I used to be. I feel like I am more myself on stage, I am closer
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to who I am with my friends, trying to make them laugh. It feels like it is more me. I
used to feel very uptight on stage and now I feel very relaxed.
SG
What was the route of that up tightness? Was it fear?
JC
Yeah fear. You’re Infront of a thousand people onstage, trying to make them laugh.
Who wouldn’t be uptight? You just get used to it. I really like the analogy of pilots, if
you talk to someone about how long they’ve been flying, they answer in hours, not
years, and really you should be talking about hours on stage. Because I think that
really makes a difference. Also how match fit you are, if you do it regularly, even if I
feel like I haven’t gigged for two weeks, I feel not sure I’ve got this, I’ll often do two
shows in a night and the second show is so much easier. Even then, the rhythm of it,
if you’re in that space.
SG
I want to come back to this idea of you feeling powerful onstage. Because more so
than most other comics, I think, you project a particular image. You project a certain
status. A lot of comics seem to be the loser on stage. Maybe not even the loser, but if
you look at someone like Frankie Boyle. You feel like, no matter how powerful he is,
how much status he has, you sort of feel like he is a guy on the outside?
JC
Yeah I can see that. I always think it’s a status thing being a comic. You’re on stage
telling the jokes. Even if they are self-deprecating, they’re not really. Because you’re
the one joking. I think with mine, it’s very clear that it is all a joke. I think from the
audience point of view, when you’re watching me, you’re thinking “oh there’s a joke,
there’s another joke and another joke.” You never think for a moment that it is a true
story. You willingly suspend disbelief. It’s the way that jokes work, it is two stories
isn’t it. The set-up, sets-up. It forms one story that forces you into making an
assumption that turns out to be erroneous in the second. The sudden revelation of a
previously concealed fact. And the idea that you are doing that three-hundred times
in a row. Well most people are intelligent in the audience and they would be able to
put that together after two or three jokes, ‘oh right, this is happening again.’ And
nobody after the setup goes, ‘Bullshit! Bullshit! That’s not going to be what we think
it is. No. No. No. You were deliberately misleading us. This is bullshit’, because
they’re enjoying the experience of being fooled time and time again. The
extraordinary thing is people don’t tire; it’s just a pleasurable thing being fooled
continually. Linguistically, the power of that language, you’re pulling the rug from
peoples’ feet. I suppose that is why shows build in terms of content towards getting
ruder or edgier. I wonder if you have to up the stakes. You want to come out strong,
but you want to save your strongest for the end. There’s a very natural lull after forty
minutes and how you handle that and how you control that as a comedian is quite
interesting.”
SG
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I think particularly with the sort of jokes you do, which as you said are not telling
anything particularly true about your life, so if you say, ‘oh I’m married and…’, bad
example…
JC
There’s lots of jokes where I am married and I’ve got a wife, and there are jokes
where I have a girlfriend and sometimes they are two jokes apart. And no one ever
goes, ‘hang on a second. Point of order…’ well occasionally people do, and you just
go ‘well it’s all made up. Don’t panic.’
SG
But when your constructing a show, out of say, 300 hundred jokes, do you think that
is right for a two-hour show?
JC
You might get away with 200 in a show, but I mean, you’re probably whittling down
from 1,000.
SG
And when you do that, do you need to watch out for certain similarities?
JC
The weird thing is, I’ll write a show and when I have got all the jokes written there,
there will be a big document and it will probably be about 1,000 jokes and I’ll just
test it in front of audiences. I can know immediately… I’ll just look at a joke and go,
that’s first half, first quarter of an hour, and then I’ll look at another joke and go,
that’ll be in the encore. That will be the beginning of the second half. I know
instinctively, where they go.
SG
On what basis? On what terms?
JC
I really don’t know. It’s very, I don’t really analyse it. I just look at it and go, I’ve got
a feel for… “that will go there and…” That could be a one liner in the first half, but I
could talk about that more in-depth in the second half. I bet that would work in
other places, but it feels like that’s my kind of method, not my OCD, but my
superstition about that goes there and that goes there. Although the shows are all
different there is a certain… there is patterns that emerge. So after 40 minutes there
is a natural lull, people laugh at one liners for forty minutes and then they’re a little
bit tired. I break it up with visuals, I love that idea that you are making people laugh
twice. The one liner and the visual representation and taking them on a little journey
with you in your mind. There’s often jokes that are quite difficult to make work in
standup. They’re a slightly different texture. They’re a different feel. Sometimes I’ll
write something that is a bit more thoughtful and it works much better even if you
just walk across the stage and sit down. The audience immediately go “Right!
Something new. Reset start again.” And then after 40 minutes there will be a bit of
chat with the audience, there might be a bit of material that involves me going,

Page 91 of 234
“right, who here has had bad sex?” or “who here..” a little bit of chat with a couple of
people in the audience. And then you get the audience into that bit, and then you’re
into the one liners again. It sort of breaks the flow. And so you’re sort of doing it in
little segments.
SG
Do you think there are a finite amount of types of joke? For example some jokes
might be a shift in perspective, where you’re talking about your girlfriend and the
punchline is that’s actually separate to the wishes of your wife…
JC
Pull-back, reveal
SG
Yeah, whereby you have hidden. Within pull-back and reveal there are different
types, aren’t there?
JC
Sure. There are very identifiable different types of joke that you can go, oh that’s one
of those. I think the best ones when you’re writing them, you tend to write them
backwards. And if you were to lookback at your set, you’d go ‘oh yeah that’s a
pullback and reveal.’, but I don’t think you’d sit down and go ‘oh, I’d do a pullback
reveal here.’. I don’t think anyone writes them forwards. ‘Right, this morning I will
write pullback reveal jokes and scatter them around the show.’. I think you can
understand it when you are writing, but… I’m very lucky I don’t really rely on writing
on the stage, I test jokes on stage, but I don’t really rely on being in that space to
write.
SG
So when you are writing, what does it look like? Are you sitting at this desk?
JC
That is a desk over there, very rarely sit and write at that. I’ll tend to write on my
phone, any thought that I think might be funny, anything that’s a lovely turn of
phrase, I’ll write down. So if I am chatting to friends and someone says, ‘oh that’s
interesting’, then I’ll write that down and that will become something.
SG
Okay, and the process by which it becomes something, when do you go back to those
notes? And what is the environment there? Are you pacing round the room looking
at those notes? Are you sitting down?
JC
Late night drives, train journeys, just when I am out and about.
SG
That’s when the actual writing happens? When you turn over the thing in your head?
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JC
That tends to be when you’re doing the show. So if I’ve got a preview show, I’ll then
sit for four hours and edit ten pages of stuff. That’s really the tricky bit. That’s when
you have to go, that’s good and that’s bad. I try not to get in the way. You know that
Disney thing? So Disney had three rooms, a creative room where he would write
everything creative in this room, everything in this room was fabulous. And then he
would have a management room, where he would talk about making those ideas
work, and what would work and wouldn’t work. And then he would have a critic
room where he would go, ‘that’s just a terrible idea’. He would try and separate
them. I try and do that; I try and separate them. You try not to be critical, you try
just to write them down, because I think you can overthink it early on and go, ‘oh
that’s just a silly joke. It feels too obvious. It’s just a pun. Leave it’. I like to write
everything down. So if you wake up a three in the morning, there’s this great bit by
Mitch Headberk where he said, ‘I’m a comedian and I spend my life waking up at
three in the morning trying to convince myself that a joke isn’t funny enough, it’s not
worth getting up and writing it down’. Which I can really relate to. Spending your
life, writing things down and then waking up the next day thinking it’s rubbish. But I
think you have to write down all the rubbish to get to the good stuff. I was talking to
a singer recently and they said something good, they said, ‘never say no to the muse’,
which I think is quite a good thing. If something occurs to you, you’ve just got to
listen. Because who knows where they come from. They just sort of occur to you.
SG
And so you’re completely separating the critical process from the creative process?
JC
I mean I am not, but I am trying to. I’m aspiring to do that.
SG
You have two different jokes which have the same punchline.
JC
I tried to do a thing a few years ago, when I had aspirations of greatness. I tried to do
three setups with the same punchline.
SG
Oh great! How far did you get with that? Can you tell us what they were?
JC
I think, if I am not mistaken it was the Korean delicacies. They’re the dog’s bollocks.
I’ve got a friend, she says the way to drive a man wild with desire is to nibble of his
earlobes for hours and hours, I think it is bollocks. It was trying to get the punchline
bollocks from the setup to three jokes. But you couldn’t do it, the audience live so in
the moment, you can’t go, remember that, that’s going to be handy in a second, and
remember that. You can do call back, but you can’t quite.
SG
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You are limited by how fast they can keep up with you. I suppose as someone who
turns over a thousand jokes a year maybe, or more, the pre-editing process, you have
got to be in the rhythm of… You have a very quick mind as a comedian, anyone
performing comedy, we are able to see where a joke is going. We’re nodding, going
yeah brilliant. We love to be surprised by a joke, so a comedian doesn’t tend to laugh
at other comedians so much.
JC
I think that is the highest compliment you can pay another comedian, when you hear
a brilliant joke and you’re first reaction isn’t laughter it is “ahh I should have thought
of that! It was right there! Right in front of me, I’ve noticed that a million times,
damn it”
SG
So the speed which you process information do you need to deliberately slow that
down? Is that why jokes sometimes don’t work because you assume too much speed
on the part of the audience.
JC
Seinfeld’s analogy is probably the best for explaining that, the idea that you are
jumping across a ravine. If it is just a step it is not exciting, if they fall down the
ravine, then you haven’t got them to the other side. It’s getting the from feedline to
punchline and they have to be able to follow you logic. That’s the reason why I’ll use
visuals in the act. So those jokes will probably work on their own, but with a visual
you are really helping people across. That’s the rope bridge that brings them across.
Sometimes a joke needs another sentence in the middle as a sort of halfway point.
It’s quite interesting when testing your material to be looking at why it didn’t work,
it seems like it’s a really funny idea, but you realise that you haven’t communicated,
you fundamentally haven’t communicated what you were thinking to an audience.
SG
The example I thought of, you had a joke about looking into the sea and thinking
about sea levels rising, and you see a guy throwing stones in and you think “well that
isn’t helping, if anything its making things worse” and you also have a joke, some
years later about seeing a woman in her kitchen in the floods, crying, “well that’s not
helping, if anything it’s making it worse”.
JC
Well I like that. The other thing about my act that I notice is that there is always a
joke that involves “he was livid”. There is always a “livid”. I have never really used
the word livid outside of one-liners.
SG
There’s so many good things about livid. Because the jeopardy is huge, so angry and
it is also unusual, so it is also quite incongruous word because nobody uses it in
conversation.
JC
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It’s nice, it’s really nice. If you think about that joke about the rising sea levels, for
that best of show, and wasn’t quite sure it was right, so often you won’t put
something that is that similar in terms of the punchline in a show, because the
flooding one might make it in, but the throwing stones one won’t. Because that was
one of the ones that involved having a picture. The flooding one was easier to relate
to. A woman crying. A guy throwing stones and the sea level rising because there was
a stone in the water, the logic there isn’t quite as good. With a picture it was a really
fun joke and I like that it was quite clever on sea levels rising.
SG
So in that example and the example of livid you must spot patterns of yours. Do you
try and break those patterns when you spot them? Because I am doing the same
thing? Or do you go…
JC
I am pretty relaxed about it. I wouldn’t be thinking “oh no I’ve been there before,
and I am trying to break new ground”. Often the analogy with comedy and music is
really valid, and sometimes it just doesn’t work. You know, it is often that thing with
bands trying to create something new and I often sort of think, what are you doing, if
you’re oasis just make another oasis record. That’s fine. These bands that are trying
to reinvent themselves with every record, you must think “that must be exhausting,
also you’re really good at that thing you just did, try and stick with that, its fine don’t
worry about it”
SG
In the total of all the jokes that you have written in the last twenty, fifteen years, a
thousand a year.
JC
Maybe that many, maybe not quite that many.
SG
You’re obviously not framing that as a boast.
JC
Maybe 300 jokes per special, so there is a lot.
SG
So those jokes, in them, do you ever feel like you have invented a new type of joke.
Have you ever minted something and ever gone, “Oh god, I don’t think anyone has
ever done that kind of joke before”? This is a super nerd question.
JC
I don’t know. I don’t think so. The thing about comedy is you are standing on the
shoulders of giants. I don’t think any band would say we have written this song and
it is a totally new thing. I think the only person in our lifetime who could say that
would be Brian Eno invented ambient, but even then there is certain classical music
before that you could have argued was sort of ambient. The format of jokes is so
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ingrained in us. I think you are tapping into a language that people have hard wired
into their heads. If you think about why people joke, it’s quite interesting I think. For
me I think it’s the… I was thinking of writing something about this, I’m not sure, it’s
too pretentious for you.
SG
I defy you to be too pretentious for this podcast!
JC
What does laughter do? It rewards two things. It rewards observing difference, and
it rewards linguistic ability. Both of those things have a Darwinian advantage.
Imagine, 10,000 years ago you are on the savannah somewhere in Africa, and you
spot a Cheetah’s tail in the grass and you observe that that is different, then that is
rewarded. The difference between the haha moment and the aha moment, there’s
not much in it. It’s that surprise followed by laughter. Often you’ll get nervous
laughter. That’s where comedy comes from, I think it’s that nervous laughter and it’s
a way of socially having that response. And that endorphin release when you think of
that clever linguistic way of communicating or noticing something different. Why
would we be rewarded for that if it wasn’t fundamental to our success. It’s about
conflict resolution, within groups and friends and such, comedy is such an important
part of that. Being able to laugh about something. ‘Oh we’ll be able to laugh about
this later’. An actually, that laughing about it, is you fixing it. That’s you getting over
it.
SG
I certainly did that in my own life. I know loads of comedians who have some
experience of this, in my family life as a kid, I found I was very terrified of awkward
silence. So I’d always be the person who would prick it. Who would say something,
such so everyone laughed and got on and it was fine?
JC
Well there is a theory which, for me is the only one that rings true, is that most
comics had a sick parent. Either physically, or emotionally sick that needed cheering
up. So from an early age you were trying to cheer things along. I think that’s maybe
why more boys go into comedy that girls, because men don’t have the emotional
tools. So things like cheering things on, ‘ooh, ummm, a joke, will that help!?’.
SG
Rather than saying, how are you and having an emotionally based conversation?
JC
Well yeah, I love that quote, ‘laughter is the shortest distance between two people.’
The idea that when you joke, what are you really doing, you are saying, ‘I like you
and I want you to like me.’ But men are really bad at saying, ‘I really like you. You’re
a really nice guy, we should spend more time together because I really like you and I
want you to like me’. Even saying it to you right now, and looking at you is pretty
creepy right? It’s the same thing. There’s no reason to say a joke in the pub, other
than to say ‘alright guys, you are my guys. I love you guys and I want you all to be
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happy’. That’s what a joke is. I think it’s the same in the family environment, it’s the
kid that wants people to get along, or be happy, or not feel awkward. It’s the very
opposite of awkward. It’s the very opposite of the very boring, tense car journey to
the funeral and someone makes the joke and just for an instant it’s okay.
Part 2
SG
Before we had this interview, I had certain preconceptions about you, and I thought
to myself “I wonder if Jimmy has ever done a course, like a landmark course, like a
personal social development type thing”, and then when I got to researching you I
found NLP.
JC
I’ve done loads of NLP.
SG
Now can we talk a bit about that, as I have never done NLP.
JC
Sure yeah.
SG
My sort of understanding of it, is it is like Derren Browning yourself. Do you know
what I mean, in that you are trying to visualise things in such a way that you can
actualise effectively.
JC
I mean ish. It’s basically about… The fundamental of it, Neuro-Linguistic
Programming/NLP is that the map is not the territory. How you see the world, isn’t
how the world is. We all see it in our own way, and no one is right. It’s just how it is
for you. The easiest thing for you to change is how you view the world, not to change
the world. So, to change your perspective on stuff. Part of that is to, and it only
works for certain people who put a huge importance on words. Because it is
changing your language, how you see and hear and talk about stuff actually makes a
difference to how you perceive the world. I got into it, I was in my mid-twenties and
I had a good job with a good company, and I was doing well, objectively. But I was
kind of miserable. I really didn’t like it. I was searching for something and that came
up at a work’s course, where you go on an away day. Someone did an away day
talking about this thing, NLP, and it really resonated with me. ‘Oh I absolutely get
that! That is how my mind works’. I was kind of looking for something and as a
result of doing a couple of courses in that I found myself thinking, ‘Why couldn’t I go
be a comedian? I could give that a go?’. The preconceptions of, ‘that was a thing that
other people do’, or ‘you have to have parents in showbusiness or know someone
that could get you into that’ or ‘you have to have met someone’. You often meet
people, and I am often struck by how just a chance encounter can make a huge
people. So you often meet people after a show and say that they want to give comedy
a go. And you always take time with them, and you say “just give it a go, this is how
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you do it, go and see smaller shows first, don’t just go and see this and do it, try and
see some smaller stuff, go and do it and it will all seem possible” You really want to
encourage that, because that could be the start of something big for them. Actually
for me, it was going on a little away day, if I had not bothered to go to that little away
day, I might still be working for the oil company. It’s that weird thing, of the sliding
doors theory, where life might go another way. It’s opening up to that possibility…
SG
Are there applications of that NLP, is it still part of your daily life?
JC
Yeah, I presume so, it does talk about unconscious competence. So when you are
learning a new skill, you start with unconscious incompetence, you don’t know what
you can’t do, and the next stage is conscious incompetence, so you know that you
can’t do it, So when you first see standup comedy you know “that I can’t do that”,
and then you’ve got conscious competence, where you can do it, but you really have
to think about it, like learning to drive, or when you first do a gig you’ve really got to
think about it, my first DVD is conscious competence. I’m a good comic, I can write
jokes, but I am super uptight and really am having to think about this, and then you
get to a stage where you can do panel shows, and it is unconscious competence,
where you don’t have to think about it, just really relaxed. That language, if it
resonates, go and read more about NLP, and there is kind of good and bad sides to
it. There is quite a lot of snake oil salesman in that industry, then there are lots of
really good people, who go “it’s about personal development, what you want and
what you want to do” and I kind of subscribe to that thing going “The fundamental
question in life is, what do you want?” If you can answer that, getting it is
comparatively easy. Most people spend very little time thinking about that. So the
analogy would be, ‘I want a sports car’ and you go, ‘No. what do you really want?’,
when you burrow down, ‘I want excitement? I want people to think I am successful. I
want girls to like me?’ Whatever that thing is, that is fundamental, getting down to
that route, that is what you really want. It’s much easier to get that direct. It’s quite
interesting when you get into something as ephemeral as comedy to go ‘why are you
doing this? What’s your motivation?’ I think the why is always very important.”
(5.40)
SG
I think that is fascinating in the context of what we have just said, over the last hour,
about how you’ve decided you’ve… made a decision that you’re not going to worry
about it, it’s just jokes, you’re just going to do it. That’s quite an NLP approach isn’t
it?
JC
It is. It’s changing my perspective, not the world’s. Fundamentally you have to
decide, do people live in your world or do you live in theirs? You have to put down a
marker, this is how I am going to be. This is my little bit of the world, and I am going
to live my life in this way and hope that I am not hurting anyone. It’s almost that
Ayn Rand objectivism, and as a comedian, you have to go, I find this kind of stuff
really funny, I really like this style of comedy, I like these kind of jokes, I really like
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telling them to audiences and I really like the feedback. If I make myself laugh and
make myself happy, that’s better for everyone. I like that and I think the idea that
you go and try to be liked as a comedian leaves you desperate and unhappy.
SG
The territory that we are talking about is the opposite of the territory of the tortured
comedian. I speak to a lot of them on this show and probably am one. Whereby, if I
were to do something, like try to investigate NLP, I’d feel like, ‘Oh no, that would be
cheating somehow’, because, there would be me and my thoughts and I am trying to
create art and if I looked into NLP and I’d decide that I didn’t want that, I just
wanted to be funny and successful. And that would feel cheating somehow. Do you
see what I mean? I mean I’m not saying it is cheating.
JC
Yeah, I think it is quite hamstrung in interviews with comedians when they totally
bullshit themselves, you know that thing, where people go, “oh I guess fame is like a
by-product of being successful in this industry, I suppose, were I to become famous,
I would probably…” also you get comics that would never go to a film premier or a
show biz party because they would go “oh no, that is not why I became…”
SG
It’s just me and the road.
JC
Of course I will go to your show biz party, why not? I think it is personally valid if
that is the way you want to play it. But sometimes I just read things and go.. “Really?
You didn’t want to become famous? You probably…” and I know people that aren’t
famous, and never wanted to be, they want to be journeymen, they want to be
comics, that’s their thing, they’ve never wanted to be on TV and they’re doing their
own thing, and they’re doing great. I just think the more honest you can be with
yourself, the better.
SG
You seem like a very happy comedian? Are you happy?
JC
Yeah. Yeah, I am very happy. I think I’d feel tremendous guilt if I wasn’t. If you have
got a life that is this fun, you’re having fun for a living, and you work for two hours a
day. People keep on doing this thing about, ‘the hardest working man in comedy’,
and my line is always, ‘Yeah. That’s like being the best-looking guy in the burns unit’.
It’s a very low bar.
SG
So what do you think is the relevant percentages of talent and skill you possess that
make you capable of enjoying your work? make you capable of being as good as you
are. how much of it is skill and how much of it is talent? how much of it is a
neurological framework?
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JC
I would almost say it is I'm tempted to say 99 to 1. 99 times it is hard work and doing
it. being bothered to do it is really the thing and turning your mind to it. Before I was
26 I had never written a joke, I mean why would you? I made friends laugh but I
didn't quite know how. your thing about I never wanted to read anything about
psychology because it would break the magic spell, “Oh I am funny with my
particular mind.” but actually that idea of looking at it and analysing it. going this is
how I am going to write, And I am going to be the best that I can possibly be at this.
rather than waiting for it to come to you organically. there is a lot of superstition
around comedy. comics have their thing of going “I'll wait until Edinburgh comes
round, I always open with that line And I don't want to get rid of that joke”.
SG
and do you not suffer from any of that?
JC
I do a little bit but not so much. not in the same way. I think you can be quite
trusting of the fact that you got this far on your wits.
SG
Self-belief?
JC
Yeah a little bit. It is easy not fall into the trap of being arrogant as a comedian and
social media really helps Have you ever think “you know what I nailed that gig”, go
on Twitter. go on Twitter and see what 50% of people think of you. because you
never appeal to everyone. I love the fact that people are right, if you think I am funny
you are right, if you think that I am not funny you are right.
SG
that is part of a put down of yours. and it has a huge amount of truth in it. you say
that in the setup of a sting in the tail put down. I loved it because it is absolutely
right, if you are not enjoying this then you are right. it is the most disarming thing to
say to someone. my favourite ever put down is that Harry Hill one where he says,
“say what you like about me when I get home I've got a lovely chicken in the oven”.
it's so disarming it's wonderful, it is like Jiu jitsu.
JC
I remember Him in pub international do you remember that?
SG
Yeah I do yeah.
JC
Wow that was something. I remember going to see a tiny pub near where I lived,
before I had even thought about getting into comedy, this pub, the stag, in Burnham.
they had this comedy night and we went down and saw this guy and then the second
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week it was Harry Hill and Bill Murray. pub international and it was amazing. I had
never really experienced anything like that. in one comedy show at University I had
seen Eddie Izzard at the Corn Exchange, which was superb, but he was so on a
pedestal because he was up there doing that, some sort of magic man isn't he. then
you go and see something in a pub which was a completely different setting I mean
there was no stage, they were on the same level as us and maybe there is something
psychological which meant I thought maybe this can be done. but Harry Hill back in
the day was just exceptional.
SG
And Harry Hill you don't think of as a one liner comic. when people think of who are
the one liner guys they think of you, Milton, Gary Delaney, certainly Tim Vine of
course, Harry Hill isn't the first name that comes to mind. but he has some
phenomenal one liners. it is almost as if you and Tim Vine Gary Delaney operate
within the same universe, then Milton is a universe attached like a parallel universe,
and then Harry is even further away than that.
JC
we're getting into van diagrams now, brilliant. well it is odd, I don't know whether
people think of me as a one liner comedian, maybe a transgressive or edgy
comedian, because you see yourself linked with other people online, sometimes it is
with Frankie or Steven Wright or emo Phillips. with one liners sometimes it is about
the content or the structure of the joke but you have people looking at it in different
ways. inevitably as a comedy fan it is all very flattering “Oh brilliant happy to be in
the game”.
SG
What is your favourite one liner of someone else's? what is your favourite joke of
someone else's, I know that if somebody asked me that question immediately 100
jokes come to mind?
JC
I'm always kind of excited by the last thing that I saw. the last thing that I saw was a
lady the blew me away called Michelle wolf. In America who is on The Daily Show
now, I just saw her do 15 minutes And I thought well everything in there is brilliant.
the delivery is incredible. that is what I would take away more than a one liner.
instead of a brilliant joke and wishing I had thought of that you see a routine would
you think is phenomenal.
SG
With regard to the Netflix show you've just done. presumably in the promo for that
you have been saying “bad news guys no Christmas DVD this year”, so that is a big
choice as a comedian, to go I am going to hitch my wagon…
JC
I don't think it is a big choice. I think that choice was made for me by the general
public when they stopped buying DVD’s 2 years ago when thankfully I didn't have
one out. that market has gone. it was always a gifting thing DVD’s And I don't think
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people watched them in the same way, Netflix special has only been out for a couple
of weeks and already I am seeing but more people have watched this Netflix special
than ever bought my DVD’s. if you gave someone one of my DVD’s for Christmas
they wouldn't get round to watching it until February. then by that stage life had
moved on. it's like books the proportion of books bought but not read is like DVD’s.
Steven Hawkins a brief history of time is the most bought and least read book of all
time. 3 million copies sold four read. The idea is twofold, number one, people watch
it because it is free, Feels free because you subscribe to Netflix and then it's already
on your telly I feel like I bought that the House of cards so everything else is free so I
bought has a card for 14 pounds and all this other stuff is just free and bonus stuff so
it's great and then also it goes global the first day and it's extraordinary it's just there
and everywhere in the world and that's so good for me because I gig everywhere.
SG
I was looking at your tour dates you just came back from America last week, earlier
this week? and you've gone just everywhere Canada…
JC
Australia Iceland Sweden Denmark. I'm doing South Africa next week it doesn't
stop.
SG
so with that the strategy now of releasing something that is global. it is interesting
when you said on the on the Netflix special, there's a couple of jokes that you
translate local references. arguably the most delicious joke on it is when you refer to
money or the tax situation, and there is a wonderful smile when you say, “if you're
listening to this in America don't Google that I'm a good guy”. that is a really magical
moment it really is. with the strategy then of breaking America.
JC
it's not even a strategy to break America. really the strategy is to work. and to do as
many gigs as you can. I don't think America can be broken.
SG
no but by releasing a global thing… we are introducing you to America.
JC
I think I'm fairly well known in America anyway because YouTube has changed the
game fundamentally. people watch TV shows globally now because they watch it on
YouTube or torrent or ever they want to watch it. no one cares what the schedulers
think now, the schedulers are going “Oh you know that show you like cuckoo it's on
Tuesdays at 9 o'clock”, “Oh we'll see about that, I'll watch it when I want to watch it”,
you know that thing of people choosing what TV they want to watch, they like
something the recommended something else and they find you and your audience
find you around the world you can go anywhere and the people that like you will
latch onto it.
SG

Page 102 of 234
how does that relate to…? I was chatting to Mickey Flannigan awhile again and he
was I knew Mickey as he was becoming massive had been floating around the top of
the circuit for years with everyone going “God why isn't Mickey famous” and then
boom he came famous. And this was said to me in a private conversation so tell me
of this out of turn. he said he had had a chat with you around that time something
that you had suggested was need to make sure you have no more than one Christmas
of being absolutely everywhere almost like you'll be completely Ubiquitous then
withdraw and don't go on the shows for a while because otherwise people will get
sick of you.
JC
Yeah. I had one Christmas where I went from being that guy to being Jimmy Carr
and we did chat about that. the idea that you need one year whether it happens and
then you get famous and then you can relax.
SG
then the suggestion was that you need to pick and choose more carefully.
JC
it's a really odd thing the strategy of TV. you have that year when you get famous,
which really puts you on another level then you go from being that guy to Jimmy
Carr in my case. and then you can pick and choose a bit. now if I do 5 shows in 5
nights on Channel 4 everyone just thinks it's normal, nobody goes he's on a bit too
much. but when you first do it people go who's this guy I've never heard him what's
going on?
SG
And is there an equivalent to that in the digital age that we're describing now Where
everybody owns their own TV channel? is there the danger of ubiquity that you need
to watch out for?
JC
I don't think there is because people are picking and choosing. It's narrowcasting
now not broadcasting. so it's not like if you're on TV people go “Oh I hate this guy
but I'm watching because there's nothing else on” I'm old enough to remember if
there was a comedy on BBC 2 and you are watching it you are disgusted if it was bad
because you had to watch it because there is nothing else. it was that will go and read
a book and frankly that was not happening. you had to watch it, so you are very
disappointed if it was not great. now if you're watching something and you're not
enjoying it you just go fine I just watch something else there's 1000 TV comedy
things that I can go and look at and everything that has ever happened in the past is
available to me right now.
SG
Let's talk about panel games. And let's talk about your role within panel games it's
usual to see you hosting them and unusual to see you on them anymore. other than
to host.
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JC
No I do quite a few I've been on duck quack, I do League of their own, I do Celebrity
Juice. I try and do as much prep as possible and get myself in the right head space
and hosting them is a tough gig because you're trying to be as… it's like hosting a gig
because you're trying to give everyone a moment in the sun, if there is 6 people on
cats then you're trying to make them to make sure that everyone gets a bits out can
you ask each of them individually the right question and to make sure you are in the
right space so you are laughing at their thing. because we bring up a lot of very new
acts something like 8 out of 10 cats has always been the 1st place where a lot of
people saw Katherine Ryan probably even Alan Carr back in the day that is often
someone's 1st bit of telly is a panel show so you want them to have a great experience
and really enjoy it and come across brilliantly.
SG
what mistakes do you see new acts, or people who are newer to the panel show, what
mistakes do you see people making? do you see people and think they have under
prepared they don't have a basic come back to basic fact about themselves.
JC
I'm amazed at the people and the level of preparation. I'm amazed that people will
come on a show they have done nothing. if you're doing a topical run through and
they have done absolutely no work, “Oh right I thought this was a really big thing for
you” that sometimes blows me away. sometimes they are a bit too nervous and talk
too much will talk over people and I'm as guilty as anyone if I do something like AQI
I'm very conscious that it is volume game and that you want to give the editors have
enough choices. see just want to say 5 funny things to get out there, so someone like
rich Hall will go on QI or our show and literally say 4 things and that was all we
needed for the edit, everyone is a winner and then he's off.
SG
I would have imagined you would be in a similar position as well.
JC
no I will do a lot of material a lot of stuff for the room as well, so you know that won't
make the edit. there's a lot of stuff on cats that we just do for the room. that maybe is
a little bit too rude for TV at that time. but we will do it for the room because it keeps
the atmosphere and it kind of works. people talk about a generous performer you've
just got to listen that's all it is. there is no generosity involved you've got to listen and
be aware of what everyone else is saying at all times you've got to focus on what
point they are making and where are they going with it. the amount of times when
someone has stepped on the punchline of a joke because they haven't really been
paying attention. “clearly I was going somewhere with that, that was going to have a
laugh at the end of it come on”
SG
so within the realm of panel games I read in an interview that you described
something as when you do cats you need a day to warm down afterwards because
you're still in the mode of trying to find chinks in people's armour.
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JC
you're being a newsagent, or the bank zinging people. there kind of not expecting it
“what what's happening here this guy's full of sass”. but the preparation is partly
getting into the mind space… because often you possibly watch a show on TV, I’ll
passively watch… I quite like those panel shows, you watch them and then you are in
there and the adrenaline kicks in and you're just on it often saying things before you
really thought of them.
SG
Do you or have you ever watched the shows back? because presumably you're on so
much now you can't watch all of them?
JC
no I watch back a lot of stuff yeah. you sort of watch back and you say I like that I
didn't like that you're quite critical of what you do on telly, I think you need to, I'm
sure again I have read again some bullshit interviews Where they say they don't
watch them back And I think “do you really OK?”
SG
come coming back to this idea of you preparing when you see someone you think
they haven't prepared for this what kind of preparation do you mean? whether
they've written jokes on topic?
JC
Well it's like if it's their first time on a let's say 8 out of 10 cats and we're talking
about the top 5 things that people are talking about this week if you have got 5 things
on each topic that sounds about right. it's a big deal you want to write jokes you want
to be on the shows you should have an opinion on this. and that should be very very
obvious to me that you would do that and have that prep in your head. sometimes
people, I don't know whether it's nerves or they… well maybe people think this is so
spontaneous, the great thing is if it is spontaneous then you just have a great show
and you just in the moment may the best bit then you’re not going to bother get into
the written stuff but it's great to have a full back position though.
SG
Better to have five jokes that you don’t need. In terms of your own involvement in
those shows, there is a lovely thing in the book that you did with Lucy Greaves,
naked jape, which I read at the time and I have been rereading, U the authorial voice
talk about watching African drumming and dancing where by the drummers are
following the dancers and the dancers of following the drummers, and There is a
synergy where no one is in charge, no one is leading, so do you when you're hosting a
panel show do you have to be in charge? do you have to be the conductor of it?
JC
the annoying thing is you have to be the one going “right we've had enough fun on
that subject can we all move on now or if people are having a brilliant laugh and you
know none of it is making the edit none of it is making get it.
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SG
Oh are you experienced enough now?
JC
I mean you don't need to be a genius to realise we just named checked a child
murderer. We're all having a great laugh but that is just for the room.
SG
and your preparation for those shows you said going on Q why you look at some
documentaries on the topics that they will be talked about?
JC
Oh on QI you can't really do anything. anything other than put your mind the mind
space of QI. so the mind space of QI would be I tend to watch and Adam Curtis
documentary or you go and read something that is intellectually challenging and
some interesting fact books to just put yourself in the mind space of that show.
Whereas if I'm going on Celebrity Juice you can't really prep for that show either,
but you can at least have a flip through heat and know who people are, you know
have of a view. Listen to some pop music that we will be referencing and certainly
researching the other people that are going on is always really valuable.
SG
yes if you could have 5 good roasting jokes about all of them.
JC
well not even so much the roasting jokes but if you're on a show, I was only roasting
last night with Will Arnett Who I'm a big fan of but I haven't seen his new show yet, I
watched it on Netflix the other day, I watched a couple of episodes of that because
you don't want to meet someone and not know what they've done, have you seen it?
I want to be able to go yes I have seen that, And I liked it you need something to
build on a bit to sort of know who you're on with and to watch their stand up want to
know what their like.
SG
it's a very methodical approach you take do you sit on panel shows assuming
everyone else has taking a similarly methodical approach what do you think you are
quite and you in this respect?
JC
I think I am quite unusual in that respect. But I just think you're getting paid a lot of
money to turn up and be funny and you want to deliver every time you always want
to be invited back I don't think no matter how famous or successful you get you want
them at the end of the show to say you are great on that show and we really want you
to come back and do another one it's a joy.
SG
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and there's someone like rich Hall? I can't imagine he would be doing research on
some of the people he's on with, maybe I am wrong, because part of the skill is
obfuscating the research, taking away the working out. Let's say the rich Hall is the
example just says brilliant things doesn't need to say anything else whether a more
methodical approach the relies more on… I don't know as if waiting on the genius to
happen? He is an improviser he is definitely an improviser he can improvise jokes,
something that is very often said about Frank Skinner is that he thinks in jokes And I
think from how you have described your own research and the way that you write
and a method that you write…
JC
I rely on that quite a lot. but I think it is nice to have something in the back pocket. is
nice to just give it a little bit of thought before you do it. it often pays dividends when
you go on a when you go “I know what to do here” especially If it is a new show.
SG
So If we put you in an experimental show, you know what Tommy Tim has been
doing recently. he tries to go on and do nothing that he has ever done before a
completely improvised show what would you be like? how do you feel going into that
environment? if we said we have booked you an hour and you're not allowed to do
anything that you have pre written?
JC
I think I would be alright with it. I think it would largely become audience
interaction.
SG
and it wasn't allowed to be audience interaction
JC
I don't know what I would talk about. yeah actually I think I'll be alright. you sort of
live on your wits would be very nervous about it and I think that adrenaline would
get you someplace, maybe it would be slightly more confessional because you would
go immediately to the heart of it And I talk about something that is very personal to
me and hopefully that would be an interesting area.
SG
how many times have you done set list? it's on YouTube it is really fascinating to
watch you, And I mean this in a positive way, struggle. it is not that you have had a
bad gig I think at the end you say that you will call it a draw better than a draw . but
what you like when I was talking before about you being heckled and you go where
am I going with this…
JC
it is nice to see the cogs moving sometimes that is what set list is all about. set list is
as close as you can get she putting a writing room on television. because a writing
room for a TV show is a lot of people sitting, sitting round thinking about stuff and
everyone writes it down and it's quiet and everyone is like yeah yeah I get that down
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and actually set list is out loud live with them going can you write something on this
subject but it's almost that you kind of do that on TV shows naturally. you go on TV
show and say these are the 5 top things this week I need something on trump come
on everyone a little angle so we will have a little think.
SG
I have not been in those sorts of environments tell me a bit more about that, you
need a new angle on trump…
JC
it's not that you can come up with a great joke but you can come up with a joke about
anything, if you're in a writing room with a good group of people you'll be OK will
come up with 3 or 4 lines about this which are joke-ish and it is always possible. I
mean 8 out of 10 cats does countdown it's a great example because 400 jokes about
Susie dent which is not easy. okay what's our angle this week okay.
SG
and that is written in a room you and Sean and John…
JC
no no no no no that's recent in a room with me Dom English Christine rod Sean pie
and it used to be Charlie Skelton back in the day it is people that I kind of work with.
because we kind of write a script the bare bones of that show we would write and
then all the fun kind of happens on the night. The bit down the lens is always written
in advance, the intros to people are written in advance.
JC
and in that environment you're working with people that you know, and you have a
long history of working with you know their particular predilections and they know
yours, are they submitting stuff and going that's not really me?
JC
again the hit rate is never, no one has a 100% hit rate. At best it is 20% of the stuff
that they can think of makes it into the script and even that is fantastic it's great you
know in a day you can write 100 jokes and 10 of them will make it into a script. but it
is that thing of working that muscle regularly and writing those joke . it is all the
volume of stuff that we come up with. you see what is possible. you see what you can
do. I think there's a lot of people who are very limited by their first experience of
going it’s an hour And they go “Oh it's an hour I can't do next year in Edinburgh”
and they tell you that in October “well it's not until next August” you're going to have
an hour of funny thoughts between now and next August. you do this for a living
there is no excuse not to.
SG
Do you not ever struggle though? Do you not have times where you are like, ‘nothing
is coming out?’ Do you have any fear that, ‘I might run out’? Those negative things
that comics, or certainly listeners of this show will be familiar with, the long dong
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where you sort of go, ‘is this really… am I doing the best that I can be doing? Is this
good enough? Do you have any of those sorts of thoughts?
JC
Yeah I think so. I mean you do worry, ‘Am I ever going to write another good show?’.
I think the most difficult thing for me is showing goodbye to an old show. You’re
starting a new show and you’re coming to the end of the last one and you’re going,
‘ah. It all worked so brilliantly. I know it so well. It feels like an old, comfortable,
wearable pair of shoes’. Then you’re putting on these new clunky boots, going, ‘well
this isn’t anything! Will this do?’. Then after eighteen months of doing that show you
go, ‘oh this is like a wonderful comfy pair of shoes.’ You grow into it. So I think
you've always got that slight anxiety that you want this to be brilliant do you want it
to be a fabulous show it never starts off that way. there are moments when you are
doing your preview you might have 20 jokes that you really loving the show and 20
you're not as keen on and then you kind of build it and you put more on there and he
drop some…
SG
So if machinery by which you can create a brand-new show how many shows have
you created is it 10 is it 12?
JC
10, 10 tours
SG
Machinery must be so well oiled creating that thing a new version of the same
format of the show that you did last time. And I know, I don't know how much of
this was promo for the next Netflix thing, but I read in an interview recently that you
had been really inspired by Aziz Ansari’s Sitcom master of none and you wondered
could I write a sitcom.
JC
Oh it was just an interview question. would you be interested in doing that? I mean
sure it's a pretty good sitcom.
SG
I just wondered for me the question would be if you were interesting in trying a
different thing in the sphere of comedy there is neither a show like the 10 you have
already created not a writers room or individual driven panel game host slash guest.
If you for example had to write a sitcom with the success of your other aspects of the
career sort of be a bit of a cage in that you will need to be prepared to go out and fail
to do something markedly different from something that you're already excelling at
you need to be prepared for it not to work. would you be comfortable with that?
JC
I think you probably would be yeah it is really about the right opportunity you're
feeding a beast if you want to go and do comedy any want to do international there
are so many shows that you can do and why wouldn't you really fun and you get to
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travel and you get to tell people jokes. and the problem is it kind of fills up the
calendar I've never got a week off from going when should I get round that sitcom
idea. it feels like this so much work involved it is giving up a year of live comedy in
order to invest in something that could fail.
SG
that's kind of what I meant is there any fear for you?
JC
it's not a fear I'm having a great time doing this I've got a great job and it feels a bit
ungrateful to be thinking “Oh well all What I really want to be is an actor”.
SG
Me and my friend Pete bumped into you in Edinburgh a year and a half ago Ah my
mate said how are you and you said what have I got to complain about do you have
anything to complain about ?
JC
No I don’t think so.
SG
He said something similar to this when I asked you an hour ago your recourse was to
the same idea Oh it would be a bit offensive if I did have anything to complain about.
JC
yeah it would I suppose we touched on it on the NLP thing. Your perspective on life
changes, doing this for a living. Your perspective switches and it turns into a very
positive perspective being a comedian. Certainly it is for me. My experience is, you’re
trying to see the funny side of everything. So even when you are watching the news
and something horrific is happening, you’re sort of going, ‘Ah. There might be
something in this? There could be a one liner in this. This tragic misery. Oh a plane
crash? I think I’ve got some stuff on a plane crash. C’mon, dust that off.
SG
I have got a couple of listener questions that I would like to ask you.
JC
There is listeners to this?
SG
There is one or two listeners.
JC
Well let’s let them both have a question.
SG
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Do you ever stick with a joke, even if it doesn’t get very many laughs? Just because
you like it.
JC
Yes. I am guilty of that.
SG
Can you give us an example?
JC
I can't think of an example off the top of my head. What I try and do is make it work
I'll stick with it for months in previews and think that there is something in there
and partly that is what the visuals are about partly there's a joke that I loved that was
part of a stand up thing I couldn't get to work. I'm just trying to think of something
then I stuck with for ages that I could never… I tell you what I never made work I
had this thing ages ago you know that big chalk drawing other man on the side of a
Hill. I had a joke about that being someone had murdered a giant. I tried to make
that work but there was too much explaining, “there's this chalk outlining a thing”
SG
You know that thing you might not be aware of.
JC
Well that thing looks like a different thing that didn't happen couldn't have
happened, but didn't it look a bit like that. I tried to get that to work about 20 times
previews, but people just look to me like meh. OK move on. Often. It’s a weird thing
where something really appeals to you. It’s often really silly stuff that just doesn’t
feel like you. Often its some flights of fancy, bits of whimsy in my show that I, really,
really, like, that just don’t feel like me.
SG
You’ve got a joke about putting smarties tubes on a cat’s legs?
JC
Yeah. Make them walk like a robot.
SG
I was like, ‘Jimmy what are you doing!?
JC
There’s a joke about a table tennis champion and a giant gorilla having an argument
in the far east about table about karaoke.
SG
Which would be a?
JC
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King-Kong-Ping-Pong-Sing-Song-Ding-Dong-In-Hong-Kong. Which I find very
appealing. I find that a funny thought. But it has nothing to do with the rest of my
set.
SG
It’s a funny idea to me that you go, ‘it’s not very me’, and yet you’re the one, you’re
the one steering the ship, you’re the one whose sense of humour is all predicated on.
Is that not very, the it’s not you that you have homed in on, sufficiently?
JC
Well yeah. Just those things don’t happen very often. The whimsical doesn’t happen
very often for me. So when it does, it feels very special.
SG
In the next show you go, and I will do the 5 minutes of Whimsical. A question from
another listener, can any audience be won round?
JC
I think so, that Bill Burr clip. If you haven't seen it go watch bill Burr Philadelphia.
yes I think so. I absolutely think so. if you're a comedian on your... if you say Ah it's a
terrible audience fine if you want to blame them blame them but it doesn't matter
who's been on before it doesn't matter who you're following it's actually better to
follow someone amazing. who do I follow recently as doing gigs in New York And I
had to follow Amy Schumer and when she walked on stage it was like a riot she
couldn't be hotter at the moment and she walked out and did a really good 15
minutes of all new stuff and walked off? then I had to walk on “really? I've got to
follow that?” and she was like “you'll be fine”
SG
And were you?
JC
Yeah I was fine. The audience is so live in the moment it's almost like it depends
what your perspective is my perspective is they've already had their money's worth
they've already had a great night and now somebody else great. where is I think
other people can get it in their heads and go Oh they won't like me as much. maybe
they won't like you as much but they still like you.
SG
You are presumably now of a level of fame where someone like Amy Schumer or
Chappelle or Chris rock some of the biggest names Louis CK they know who you are.
you gig in bills in America with them?
JC
They would know me. But that is a different level. it is a different level of fame and it
kind of movie theme In America those guys are very well known.
SG
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and in terms of how they think of you?
JC
well I am a much hipper comedian than I am over here. I have done lots of telly over
here And I have sold big rooms and I've been doing it for years so IM part of the
furniture where is in America it's like Oh this guy is kind of old school he does one
liners he He just does jokes it's quite hipster ish. which is quite nice actually? it feels
in America like Edinburgh 2001/2002, back to being one of the cool kids. whereas in
the UK I've got telly stuff going on I've got my big tour and that's fine, but you give
up on being one of the cool kids you can't have both.
SG
so is there anything you don't have in comedy that you want?
JC
yeah I'm very ambitious about going and doing other things. I think it would be fun
to play with others. You know the thing about you get to do panel shows I play with
people and be funny with them and it's a laugh I'd love to go into sitcom do a film
and mess around with other people but from aspiration point of view I put the hours
in And I try and work at that stuff. Peter cook had the best line about it in the 60s at
a cocktail party, he went up to someone asked what they are doing, and they told
him they were writing a book and he said, “Oh neither am I”. And I feel that way
about sitcoms and films I feel like yeah I'm giving it a go, but I don't know anyone
who isn't. in our world a lot of people are trying to write something and get it to the
next level I'm trying to finish it in scripts on written, it takes years and I my schedule
doesn’t help get stuff done I try not to give myself a hard time about it. but yeah you
do aspire to doing more.
SG
So where are you in the life of your current show how many warm up's have you
done?
JC
Oh I've done maybe 10 actually from the first warm up it was clear this works. the
worry with the best of was what is it just doesn't work as an idea what if people go
“no no I have heard this” and it works perfectly.
SG
So you're warming up the best of. that must be fun you're travelling there I guess not
worrying too much.
JC
you are knocking out the hits, but you are trying to find new ways of doing old stuff
and you are trying to reinvent the jokes for yourself to kind of find out what the best
mix is. but at the moment it is a bit of an embarrassment it is 2 hours 10 minutes of
material at the moment and it needs to be 100 minutes. 50 and 50 and more
audience stuff. at the moment I'm just trying all the jokes. at the moment it is a little
bit too polished and too frenetic. I have upped the pace slightly I have gone to 4

Page 113 of 234
jokes minute because I have so much stuff and actually I need to rein it back a little
bit.
SG
the ending up a little punch drunk are they?
JC
it is pretty good I quite like that. I like the fact afterwards they are a bit “that's a lot
of laughter”.
SG
and is this with a view to release this tour…
JC
this tour goes on for 3 years. so is this year, 2017 all-round the UK, 2018 all around
the world .
SG
Do you have anytime available in your life? presumably this is stuff that you're going
to know it all backwards which is often the case on tour anyway. all my evenings are
filled for 3 years what are you doing during the day besides travelling obviously.
JC
walking the dog playing tennis going to the gym you know hang out. I have my
evening off during the day you get up do a bit of admin go to the gym and then you
have your time off in the afternoon wherever you happen to be. it tends to be slightly
quieter or whatever. you don't go out on a Friday or Saturday night ever that is never
happening.
SG
not ever?
JC
I mean very rarely I have had one or 2 Fridays and Saturdays off in the last 15 years
but very few if I've got one off we are away somewhere. 2 or 3 times a year we go
away.
SG
2 last things then. 3 last things. is comedy a meritocracy?
JC
Yes. not to the extent that that the best do the best and then people who aren't very
good don't work it is a meritocracy in terms of if you are good you can make a career
in comedy where is music it is the opposite it is all about luck and looks. as far as the
circuit is concerned it is a meritocracy the good do well in a club and they can make
a living out of standup. everything beyond that roll of the dice. good luck right place
right time getting on telly. to get to the touring level you need some of that behind
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you. There is very few people who can come up and tour without the backing of the
media. but to that level I think it is.
SG
where their chances that you feel you missed or didn't take? did you ever not do
something I'm think I should have done that.
JC
I don't think so I don't think there was much that I said no to down the years. I tried
early on in my career I tried things like distraction.
SG
distraction is the first thing I saw you on.
JC
it was a really fun show to do and we did an American version which wasn't as funny
they edited it as a game show not a comedy show so the comedy was ripped out
which was a bit of a shame. but I was very willing to do stuff that was a bit outside
most people's comfort zones wasn't pure comedy it was more entertainment a bit
more hosting which I think did very well for me.
SG
what would you have engraved on your comedy gravestone?
JC
Oh that is a good question. it is a really good question. this is the only time he ever
died.
SG
haha there is a question mark on the end of that. I love putting people on the spot
and watching their cogs.
JC
I think died with his boots on would be good. I quite aspire to the Tommy Cooper die
on stage I'll keep going keep working.
SG
that would seem quite poetic. I have always thought it seems poetic that you are
blessed with such a ludicrous laugh given was a high-status comedian you are.
JC
it doesn't seem quite right does it.
SG
it seems perfect it is like April the first.
JC
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I would aspire to work. I have really enjoyed this life and it sort of doesn't matter at
what level just keep going.
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JB – Jo Brand
SG – Stewart Goldsmith
SG
I'm going to start with this is always dangerous because whenever I tell comics
something that is known about them on the circuit or something then known for
doing fairly often turns out not to be the case it turns out to be scurrilous rumour
mongering.
JB
is it that I'm nice?
SG
do you know what, it sort of is?
JB
wrong
SG
You are known… two things that most immediately spring to my mind when I think
of you in terms of the comedy circuit obviously other than your performance is that
you’re known for when you are on tour you pay your support act a decent fee related
to how many people are in the audience instead of a mingy flat rate is that true
JB
yes
SG
you grudgingly admit and apparently when you're on the circuit you never ask for
petrol money
JB
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yeah
SG
you're secretly nice ladies and gents. I'll both of those true.
JB
they are true yeah crikey where did you get that info from is there a little book
somewhere who is stingy and who is not.
SG
I think that tour support percentage pay is a widely known fact about Joe Brand on
the circuit, but it is the thing that nobody would have bothered saying to you on
account of you being Jo Brand.
JB
funnily enough I have had a few people ask me if they can go if they can go on tour
with me now I know why.
SG
I'm sorry I have blown the gaff wide open it struck me as unusual then your
propensity to claim to be grumpy has the unsettled you having told an audience of
people that you are secretly nice
JB
not too much although that is it bank as much as I can take so don't say any other
nice things about me
SG
while the only other 2 I've got here these are nice depending you have never done
advert and you have turn down the Royal variety performance because you didn't
want to be a hypocrite good for you ladies and gentlemen Jo Brand that's all the nice
stuff
JB
let's get on to the horrible stuff. Do you hate men? Yes I do.
SG
you seem a little bashful about having that nice side of yourself revealed does it feel
like it clashes with persona you have you feel most comfortable projecting
JB
No I don't think it is that at all I just think it is I'm really crap at being
complemented I just never had any great any grace when people gave me
compliments I didn't know how to take them I can remember when I was probably
about 4/5 looking back he may have been a paedophile I don't know this guy that my
dad knew I was at in the front garden and he walked past and he said Oh you look
really pretty today And I went yeah I know and then he rang my parents and told
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them and they had a good laugh about it and tease me about it for ages after that I
thought obviously not the way to approach a compliment I'll be bashful from now
on.
SG
Okay let's start instead with your beginnings in comedy the tunnel club with
Malcolm hardee Malcolm convinced you to be a comedian do you know who
JB
Malcolm hardee is yes or was bless him he was just such a hilarious person I think
probably the funniest person not as a comic but as himself that I have ever met
really And I knocked about with him for a couple of years and actually I did meet
him before I started doing stand up and he didn't really say that I should be a standup he put a load of words in his book about discovering how brilliant I was none of
that was true at all but we did have a bloody good laugh together And I kind of knew
very well for a couple of years I did stuff at the tunnel I love the tunnel club What I
loved about the tunnel the audiences would completely randomly decide whether to
hate you or not there was absolutely rhyme or reason so it was nothing to do with
whether you are funny or not Harry Enfield came on one night years ago I was being
brilliant and they booed him off and then a bloke came on after him and he told a
joke for 10 minutes in Serb Croat and he got an uncle and that's what they're kind of
like there so it was quite an entertaining place to be
SG
OK OK I I've obviously got this incorrect I had assumed or heard that the tunnel club
was one of your first gigs do you remember your first gig
JB
I do yeah it wasn't it was actually in Soho it wasn't even a comedy club it was just like
a dingy pub
SG
do you remember where
JB
no I don't even remember my husband's name to be honest it is highly unlikely that I
can get back to 86 and remember the name sorry
SG
okay so if it wasn't someone else convincing you do you remember what was going
through your mind when you book your cell phone for that gig
JB
well there actually was someone trying to persuade me because what happened was I
had with my group of friends we would go out And I would constantly go Oh I really
want to be a comedian and they got bored with me saying it really and one of the
women in the group she helps run a charity and they set up a gig with comedians
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and she said right here's your chance it's kind of tailor made just go on at the end
and do 5 minutes and stop moaning so I said OK so I went on and did 5 minutes
SG
did you go in the end that is quite an unusual place to put someone on there on the
first gig they weren't very experienced
JB
I don't know if you go to a lot of benefit Gigs but a lot of the time they don't really
know what they're doing so they'll get someone really popular like Ricky Gervais and
they put him on in a 20 seater and then think they haven't made very much money
when he could have gone in arena and made that much money for them I quite like
that about some charities they are quite naive really and sweet and this is what that
woman was like it was a dingy club like possibly the worst place that you could do
comedy And I went on at midnight having never done a gig before
SG
Had you written jokes? Had you spent much time writing jokes?
JB
I had written jokes I had spent ages on it and because I did psychology at University
And I thought Freud was very interesting so I had written a really erudite 5 minutes
to no one could even possibly fucking understand I don't think but I thought it was
hilarious so I went and tried it and because I'd been there since 6 o'clock I was very
nervous And I was drinking pints of lager I had about 7 I think so I can barely stand
up add on top of that 2 comedians off the circuit a guy called Tony green who might
or may not have heard of he was more of a performance artist he would do things
like go on stage and himself on the head with a glass and that would be his app
anyway he would be pissed most of the time but as soon as I got on stage I don't
know why he just started chanting fuck off you fat cow over and over again at me so
after 2 minutes I did indeed fuck off
SG
No. I Had heard the story that you your first gig you heckled fuck off you fat cow
more than once I had no idea it was another comedian so talk about a baptism of fire
that's the sort of thing most people when I started comedy I probably started a lot
later in my life than I could have done through the fear of that sort of thing
happening that is everybody's worst nightmare as a new act it is to some extent.
JB
But not if you have been a psychiatric nurse in a 24 hour emergency clinic it is
actually very mild so from that point of view it wasn't that bad to me also because I
was so fucked you know when you're fucked you quite like people starting a fight
yeah so fucking what in a way I quite enjoyed it you know
SG
Did you come back to him did you try and put him down? Can you remember what
you did to manage the environment other than then leave?
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JB
I kind of thought that if I get to the end of each sentence that's manage the
environment enough for me no I didn't try anything no
SG
to what extent to that memorable first experience in form the comedian that you
wanted become
JB
I think it taught me a lot it taught me that that experience could be put to one side
because it was organised by people who didn't know what they were doing it wasn't
in a traditional comedy club the audience had never really been to any comedy And I
know this sounds a bit weird to say but they didn't know how to behave as a comedy
audience they were kind of all over the place should we laugh now should we go to
the toilet what should we do it was all a bit like that you know so I kind of thought
I'd put that to one side I'm just mark it up to experience and I'll do a couple of
proper comedy clubs and if I'm shit at those as well I'll stop doing it
SG
and how did they go?
JB
better a lot better I remember it was a club in new cross it was called sick parrot club
and it was run by Vic and Bob and my very first joke I did in a proper comedy club I
thought this was hilarious right What I did I had a blood capsule in my mouth When
I knew I was about to go on in 2 minutes I would suck it And I make it look like had
lots of liquid in my mouth And I had my big white T-shirt on And I would go on and
go bleurgh and go must give up smoking And I thought that was hilarious but
actually only about a third of the audience days a third of them pissing themselves
the rest of them looked like I should have been taken to hospital maybe they thought
I meant it I don't know but anyway I got a clue from that gig it could potentially go
alright so I kind of carried on
SG
and now it seems to me I found when I was learning about your past I knew that you
had been a psychiatric nurse And I wondered if I was that was too simple away to
join the dots. obviously in your previous job you had to deal with all sorts of really
the sharp end of the human being. you are having to deal with a lot of tough things it
seems a bit easier to then go “Oh that's what kind of made you indomitable as a
comedian bomb proof as a comedian” but what you are suggesting is that kind of is
the case?
JB
well yes to some extent it is when I was in nurse I didn't particularly like being
abused by people And I didn't really like it when I was a comedian either actually to
me what it was always about an audience audiences picked up very subtle choose
from comedians about whether their struggling or not and if you can act like you
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really don't give a shit then actually they retain their confidence in you whether
you're dying on your arse will not so actually what was a lot more valuable to me was
to be able to act like I wasn't scared when I was because actually there are so many
times when I was a nurse when I really was genuinely scared I say lot it was
probably a handful of times I was genuinely scared I might get really badly injured if
not worse and it is in those situations if you betray any sense of falling apart that
makes things got worse so I kind of learned to act as if I was alright and And that
makes a huge difference in those kind of situations and it kind of did when I was
doing comedy
SG
there was a thing when Romesh Ranganathan was on the show He used to be a
teacher and there was something whereby former professionals in the teaching or
nursing the street what doctors have a sort of innate maybe not an innate but I
learned calm and matter of factness I was watching one of your earlier gigs On
YouTube from the sea monster which was the first year of your career how do you
come up with that name I think that was another one Malcolm might have taken
credit for
JB
well actually it was Malcolm’s best friend Martin Potter he thought of it well he used
to call me it and so and by that time I was kind of used to being addressed in odd
ways but can I just very quickly say because I worked in a 24 hour emergency in
south east London I still work there when I met Malcolm and someone in Malcolm’s
family suffered from bipolar disorder and we used to call that manic depressive
psychosis but it's not called that anymore she was brought in by ambulance because
she had deteriorated quite badly And I was at lunch when that happens and he
actually came with her and when I came back the junior register who is dealing with
it said to me because I was in charge that day Oh I just need to handle this case we
have got this woman here who is at the manic stage of bipolar disorder but I'm a lot
more worried about the guy who has brought her in and that was what he was like
really people were really disturbed when actually when he was perfectly sane. That's
why I kinda liked him
SG
what are your feelings about calling your acct the sea monster when it had been
something that someone had said as an insult?
JB
well if you are a fat person you can't get used to those sorts of insults And I know it's
a real cliché to say fat people always try and be nice to people and self-deprecating to
try and deflect abuse away from themselves I actually think self-deprecating humour
is a very British thing actually American humour is the opposite like hey I'm great
I'm British. like I'm shit I'm going to get into a little huddle in the corner because yes
you've called me horrible name I am that horrible name I like that sense of British
humour people put themselves down and won't big themselves up I know not
everybody is like that but that always kinda suited me and actually I kinda thought it
was rather hilarious but also it set the tone of the kind of material I was going to do
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that I was going to come on and do jokes about myself I always used to feel when I
first started like my whole act what about saying I can make funny jokes about
myself then you can heckle about me because hackers don't practice at home do you
well I'd like to think they don't because if really fucking they did practice at home
because a lot of heckles are exactly the same there all along the lines of what is the
most obvious sing about you for example with me it is that I'm fat the comic likely
hearse its bald Ricky Grover fat with a beard or me fat with the beards come to think
of it do you know what I mean people always pick on the most obvious thing and
that is what you got every time apart from the odd psycho down the comedy store
they were really hard they were like Hannibal Lecter sometimes do you remember a
comic called Julie blue no she kind of gave up and quite rightly so probably because
I think she struggled with it a lot at the store one night on the Late Show she went on
1st and some guy in the front row said I can smell your cunt and it was like I really
don't think that is acceptable if someone said something like that to me I would not
come back with a bit of jolly banter if their face was there I would kick them in it but
they didn't say that to me so I couldn't there's a stag night on the front row of
dentists middle class nice boys from University and one of them got on the table
unzip his fly got is cock out I'm just shouted suck my cock you fucking bitch And I
just wasn't in the mood I just thought no not tonight sunny and I walked off stage
and rather hilariously I got told off by the promoter coming off 2 minutes early so
yeah it was all very weird I never work with him again after that
SG
so did you have a toolkit I've put downs of anti-hacking material or is it more to do
with your manner that led to you becoming known for being so bulletproof?
JB
I had a kind of ascending set of put downs from whimsical to this will kill you
hopefully I was knew if I had to start with a really bad but then then I might as well
go home and that did happen quite a number of occasions
SG
can you give us an example of a number one and a number 10?
JB
OK well number one would be something like if a guy was heckling me I would say
something like “where's your girlfriend out grazing I presume” I think it's quite nice
and friendly and then if they're being really really really horrible I would say “shut
the shut the fuck up or I'll sit on your face” and then I'd say “no it's alright I can't be
bothered I haven't got my period at the moment”. You know what guys are like
everything below the lady belt would she care to go in it just start making them
crying. Well it used to well it certainly did help.
SG
It's interesting because I wonder about your status on stage How you felt and how
powerful you felt on stage? Because a lot of your comedy that I've listened to from
various errors various ages of Jo Brand some of your material is about it seems to
me that pass the mechanics of it is put it by putting yourself down you are then able
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to attack you put yourself down and then one of your sea monster lines was at the
school play I was got picked to play Bethlehem apologies for butchering your joke
JB
you can have that one
SG
short punchy line which are very inventive joke about you being fat or you being
greedy or things that put you down interesting by accepting and magnifying these
for want of a better word fault you are actually putting yourself in a situation well
because you have said it first you are taking ownership of it you are then able to use
that sort of status transaction with the audience to say some pretty vicious things
about, I was listening to something from the 90s so there's a lot of material about
David Mellor and John Major. The Grand National going wrong you are able to be
quite vicious because you have placed yourself inside this protective... Do you see
what I mean?
JB
I do I definitely I mean that was a conscious thing that I did I think actually another
thing that I did that British people like they love an underdog fighting back so
sometimes particularly at the tunnel you would come on at the tunnel and they
would just be a wall of abuse for 5 minutes and a lot of people just couldn't take that
and they try and break into it And I would just stand there and look at like yeah and
then that would enable me to vent. I think crikey she's last longer than we have so
will allow her a little bit of leeway to speak now because it was a battle like who
going to give up first and so yes I kinda felt in many ways did give me carte blanche
to say some appalling things
SG
and when you were standing there taking all of that abuse how did that feel was it a
case of you feeling like it was unpleasant but knowing you're starting it out you're
giving the impression you didn't care or that stage did you actually not care because
you are familiar enough…
JB
no I was giving the impression I think the thing is as before. people think that
heckling is a very obvious thing to define but it is actually not because there are so
many different types of heckling and as a performer you can really tell who the real
misogynists R from the heckling they're doing like the sort of fuck off you fat cow
that's like grade one heckling the people get up to grade 7 misogynist heckling That
is really cutting I'm very difficult to manage because you can see and hear the hatred
the weird thing is it's not actually for you you just know that that is coming from
someone that really hates women I've had several occasions when that has happened
and it has been kind of chilling in a way and it is quite difficult to keep composed
when you feel that it is so strong that sort of hate and bullying
SG

Page 124 of 234
there is another comic be called Milo McCabe whose background is in psychology he
talked about dealing with hecklers by trying to appreciate the psychological forces
that are acting on them he said on the show a couple of years ago when someone is
just chipping in he can clock sometimes they are the funny friend in that group and
their status is being challenged and rather than slammed them one of Milos theories
is all you need to do is go nice one and then yeah and then they go Oh yeah yeah I'm
fine you have reset it I just wondered if your experience in psychiatry has enabled
you to spot those kind of things do you think that is more than comics usual amount
of empathy to see horrible misogynist level 7 heckler and try and recognise... We
were talking about Piers Morgan to recognise that maybe someone behaves in a
certain way because of the forces acting upon them.
JB
I agree with you that that does happen but basically when you're doing a stand-up
gig who can be fucking arsed to go through all that I just want him to shut the fuck
up will go home really. I have let my temper get the better of me on a couple of
occasions rather weirdly I was at Loughborough University do you know
Loughborough it's very sporty and there's a lot of rugby jocks types there ironically
well I was there the security guard really took a dislike to me and I'm not joking it
was like being heckled by a serial killer it was I'm going to fucking rape you with a
bottle not exactly a funny heckle is it. I was on with mark Lamar do you know mark
Lamar he's a mate of mine so don't heckle him via me. he can be quite aggressive I
just thought this was totally unacceptable it wasn't heckling it was just him giving
reign to his hatred I could tell he was really resented the fact that I was getting
laughs from people presumably what he thought would thin skinned personality
disorder that he was but it wasn't on for me to do this And I walked off stage and
went and got a bottle smashed it on the table and went right. I've got 2 brothers I'm
very good at fighting. and mark Lamar bless him he took it off man and calmed me
down because normally he would be leading the charge. because he loves a fight. I
was a bit pissed as well. So I had to have a few pills that's quite rare. I think the other
thing is a performer when I had periods and don't worry guys I'm not going to go on
about, but I used to get really bad pmt And I used to make the most of it when I was
on stage. It would make me take risks that I shouldn't have taken .
SG
okay like the bottle incident
JB
yeah like that . We'll talking to a Scottish audience in Glasgow and saying who the
**** won at Culloden then. But that was pmt talking I did think what the **** was I
doing that for. I had to leave by the back door. Occasionally I would do really awful
things like that and regret them.
SG
When was it when you first felt like yourself on stage? I notice from the sea monster
set that I saw the delivery was a lot slower it's very different to how I am familiar
with you the ease that you display on stage now when did you first feel like you had
standup by the throat.
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JB
I got a review in Edinburgh saying I should read the football results because my
delivery was so slow and mannered, And I then made a special effort to compare
shows to try and relax a bit And I suppose when they started working I started really
enjoying them. After maybe 5 or 6 years that I was getting somewhere with it.
SG
And do you feel like your persona… is your person on stage, is that close to your
personality? is that completely concocted? is it very close to how you are off stage.
JB
it's very close to how I am inside but off stage I'm much nicer. Actually no there is a
bit of me that is very much like my onstage persona, but it is a bit it is not all of me
because God I would have been killed by now I'm sure.
SG
so when you are MCing did you write your own material what were you trying to
improvise more your stand up is very punchline driven it's very punchline dense are
you much for having a chat with the audience?
JB
Oh yeah I forced myself to do that. yeah to make me loosen up a bit and it is quite
scary doing that, throwing yourself out it's as you never know if you're going to come
up with a funny line. do you know a comic called Fred Macaulay? he's a lovely guy he
once did to the line and it completely died on its arse and he said to the audience
that's the best that joke has ever gone. And I just thought that's the right attitude to
have. do you know what I mean because when you have panel shows and that did
you throw out a line and people just look at you like you're an idiot there's nothing
worse than that. just makes your heart shrivel up as if you've been stabbed. Just
have to go back and keep the confidence because it happens to everyone even the
people we think of geniuses it happens to. you just gotta put it behind you keep
trying away. I think that's why lots women don't do panel shows. I mean I think
things have changed quite a lot actually and however long I've been doing it 25/30
years, but women in the olden days just thought they were a long way behind men in
terms of innate self-confidence and the ability to just chirp up something and throw
it out .
SG
I saw a clip of you on QI and there are fewer panellists on QI, but you must have very
frequently been the only woman on the panel. There was a line where Stephen Fry
said “so Jo what's the difference between men and women” and you rolled your eyes
and said “I don't know is it that men are really great and women are really shit” and
it made me snort but I didn't get a laugh in the room it was really interesting I
wondered if that was you commenting on the internal mechanisms of the panel
game?
JB
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yeah I think so. Endlessly every year in Edinburgh time there's endless articles “Are
women funny?” and it just never goes away I think it's not just the gender thing. it's
not just men that think women aren't funny, I think a lot of women think women are
not funny as well. I've sat and audiences and seen women go there's a woman on
next let's go to the bar. it is changing a lot but there is a general level of people just
thinking women aren't as funny as blokes. First of all there are not many of us when
I started up I counted roughly what the gender split was on the circuit and it was
probably 15 women and 250 men so if you actually dividing it by percentages then
you are only going to have one woman on a panel show because there's no point you
put in 5 because there's only 10 left holding the Fort on the circuit. do you know
what I mean there are men as well that don't like combative panel shows I remember
doing mock the week with Robin Ince years ago and we both had a really shit time
and we both went well we're never doing that again and it just didn't suit him either
it is not a male female thing it is a personality thing.
SG
When you sit down to write a new show, what does it look like? Are you writing on
paper, in a pad? Are you just booking gigs, trying stuff out and recording it? What is
the process of coming up with new stuff look like?
JB
None of those fairly professional things that you have just mentioned. I think there
are two ways of doing a new show. There is the Lee Evans method, right? Where he
starts at the beginning of the year whole new 90 minutes, most of which he has
never tried before and it’s a bit crap. And he tries that in a very small club, you know,
in the Shetlands, so that no one gets to see it before it’s gone down the line. And by
the time he gets to September/October, he’s in the 02 doing it brilliantly. Obviously
most of us aren’t doing that as we can’t sell out the 02 but that’s his sort of build up
to it, practice along the way. And there is the way I do it and I think Jack Dee does
this as well, because I’ve discussed it with him before. Which is that you can’t bare
not to get a laugh and being really shit for an hour and a half, so you pick from your
last set, from last year, or in my case ten years ago. I’m very lazy. And you pick bits
of that, that you like, and you pepper it through the new material. So that at least
when they are looking at you blankly for five minutes or staring at their watches or
texting their partners sitting next to them, ‘she’s a bit shit isn’t she’, then you at least
know that something’s coming up. What I then hope will happen as I tour it around,
is that the balance of the new stuff will overtake and you start dropping, they’re like
little life belts that you hold onto as you go through the hour and if you can throw
away all of your lifebelts then you’ve got a new hour, or a new hour and a half. I can
never let go of all of them, but I do try really hard to, but I am not very good at it.
SG
So the individual elements, the new jokes, what does it look like for them? What’s
the way you approach a subject? Are you working from something that has annoyed
you, or something in a paper? What is the genesis of the new material?
JB
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I think when you’ve been doing it for as long as I have, because I started in 1986,
desperation is the key word. Basically my brother is really funny, my older brother.
So I ring him up and I go, ‘Have you heard of anything funny lately?’. I’ll get quite a
bit from him. So that will be like a paragraph. He’s told me some fucking brilliant
jokes. And I do tell some jokes, that are jokes that everyone does. Weirdly people
don’t seem to have heard of them. So it’s brilliant, you know? There will be that.
SG
which jokes do you mean when you say jokes that everyone does?
JB
Pub jokes, yeah. Do you know the one about, ‘if your lover has put on too much
weight?’, I love this joke. ‘If your lover has put on too much weight, get them to walk
three miles in the morning and three miles at night, by the end of the week, the fat
fucker will be 42 miles away.’ So that for example is a joke that someone told him in
the pub. So I just think, fuck it, it doesn’t belong to anyone so I’ll just… I always
know people will love that joke, so I’ll just do that, for example. So that, then I’ll
think what’s happened to me, in the last three months. Anything exciting. So me and
my husband and kids got stuck in a lift for 45 minutes. And that was quite hilarious.
Because we had the Leominster fire brigade, that’s in Herefordshire. (whoop in the
crowd). Oh you’re from Herefordshire, well done. You’re not from Leominster are
you? (yep). No! I refuse to believe that. Are you in the fire brigade? That’d be fucking
brilliant wouldn’t it. I didn’t realise that the Leominster fire brigade doubled up as
the keystone cops it was hilarious basically, the whole thing. Including true stuff, like
one of them going, ‘can you sit down on the floor and brace yourselves’, and I’m
going, ‘why?’, and he’s going, ‘because we’re going to try and have a go unhooking
this cable’, and us going, ‘Fuck! What’s going to happen?’, and them going, ‘we don’t
know!?’, that sort of thing. So that sort of stuff will go in. Things that have happened,
try and make them funny. Sometimes they already are funny. Also the way that
people treat you when they know who you are. When they see you on telly? I think
that is hilarious as well. This bloke in Sainsbury’s car park came up to me last week
and he went, ‘oh, you’re that really shit comedian on telly.’, ‘yeah that’s me, nice to
meet you’. So that kind of thing. They’ll be short little one liners. Obviously, I’ll try
and do contemporary newsy stuff. When I am touring as well, I always try and get
the local paper. Because I think it is a really good way to get to know whether a place
has a sense of humour about itself. It’s quite interesting because a lot of places really
don’t. So if you take the piss out of them, they don’t like it. Whereas, other places
bloody love it, if you take the piss out of them. It is so interesting. So I’ll do five
minutes from the local paper. And then I’ll just have a few minutes on things that I
am personally interested in. Like stuff to do with women maybe, stuff to do with
politics, that kind of thing. So I chuck a bit of that in as well. Then I will try and
write, as well, two or three actual routines about stuff, with proper one liners in
them. It gets harder. It really does.
SG
Why do you think it gets harder?
JB
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Because my brain is degenerating. Faster than I would have liked. I don’t know,
because I do think that you use up a lot of your good ideas up at the beginning. It
gets harder to have good ideas. And also you’ve done a lot of jokes. You don’t just
want to keep repeating the same structure, although I do.
SG
Is there an extent to which the audience now your national treasure status?
JB
Oh I don't think that's true. I think someone like Julie Walters is because actually
people really like her. I think the jury is out with me a lot of guys I can tell there a bit
wary when they meet me, whereas with Julie Walters they think “Oh what a lovely
woman I could have a nice cup of tea with her because she is a genuinely really lovely
person”.
SG
but what people really love about you is that you don't give a shit.
Okay well that's nice but I like you for saying that, but I like you anyway. Why do you
think I really divide people, I can tell sometimes I've had people say the most awful
thing to coz I can just tell the absolutely hated me? I do a lot of corporate events
where you get to do the national toilet awards and things like that and when your are
a comic performing at them you are always a surprise I can hear sometimes a sigh of
despair because they want Jimmy Carr or they want Russell Howard they don't want
me. I did this advertising award once, and this one particular, just won everything.
So I thought I was gently taking the piss out of them, every time they got another
prize. And then they won the overall prize as well and the CEO came up to collect it.
And so I shook his hand and said congratulations, and as I handed it over to him, in
my ear, he whispered, ‘I always knew you weren’t funny, but I never realised what a
cunt you were.’ I was like, ‘Oh crikey’, yeah I know. I just thought that was a really
bullying thing to do because he was obviously hoping that I would be so ashamed
that he’ whisper that to me, I’d feel so bad, I’d slink away and cry for the rest of the
night. So I kind of thought, ‘Fuck it! Why should I put up with that?’, So I told the
audience what he had just said. When I said what he said, they all went like that,
they really could not believe it. About twenty of his employees went round the
backstage afterwards and said he’s a really unpleasant person. So I kind of felt a bit
vindicated. I would have felt bad if he was a Vicar. But he wasn't.
SG
Do you ever feel that you over relied on jokes about your weight?
JB
I don't feel like I did but I can see your point. and I think I probably did at my
approach to comedy is if people laugh at it then it's alright And I think everybody has
their own. I've made a statement and it's not absolutely right because Jim Davidson
says things and they are not all right because he says some awful things but I feel like
I have my own personal code of contact I feel like I'm not racist I don't put people
down with mental health problems, all the things that are important to me where as
those characters, I do think there is an uncomfortable area with Al Murray who as
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the pub landlord does do casually racist jokes, do people realise that he is a character
and it's meant to be ironic. and sometimes I don't think they do. It is a weird grey
area in the middle. So yes you're probably right yes I do over rely on fat joke but if
audiences went Oh God not another fat joke or they fainted, or they went into a
coma or wrote to the times I'll probably stop doing them but as yet they haven't. And
I kind of feel… I once went to a talent dinner at the BBC and they're fucking hilarious
they are… you go to a really posh restaurant and you're sat round the table with
people who work for the BBC and so there's like um a controller who is very
important and when I went there was Fiona Bruce Alistair McGowan opposite
Jeremy Clarkson and the controller did that thing “what do you think about the
BBC” and he said Jo let's start with you so just to wind him up I said “I think it
would be a really good idea if you took Jeremy Clarkson off the telly” I really just for
a laugh but he didn't think it was funny I just sort of exploded well all you ever do is
talk about periods. That made me go home and look at the 4 hours material I had
accrued thus far and and time how much material I did about it and it was like 3 and
a half minutes out of 4 hours So I thought I'll save that for next time I see him And I
did tell him. I'm not saying you're not right but it can seem like that, but I do. I do
try to balance a joke I tried genuinely hard And I do think and even though
audiences come to see me and they like me they would still be bored fucking shitless
if I just did fat fat fat fat fat for now so I am aware of that I do at least try and think
of an original way of doing it.
SG
do you think that given today There is much more of a progressive movement
amongst people many young people today then if someone is the butt of a joke for
being fat even if that person is yourself this is making fat or fatness out to be a
negative trait in a way that needed to be made.?
JB
I think you're right I feel very reassured by that things have really changed. But but I
don't think they changed that much amongst a certain generation which is my
generation. thankfully we're all going to die soon so fat shaming will be the thing no
more. I do agree with you I feel rather cheered by that in a way but Having said that
I still think it is funny. So I'm not gonna stop Stewart so there.
SG
There was in my research of you And I must say we've only got about 5 or 10 minutes
left so it's alright with you I should invite people to ask you questions. I've got
another question what you've got time to think of another question if you want I've
got loads of others so it's not on you I'm just giving you the opportunity. This is my
audience.
JB
Don't feel like you have to know when you go for an interview and at the end they go
have you got any questions. Fuck I thought I wish I had come up with a really
intricate intelligent one and then you go “where is the toilet” . And you haven't got
the job.
SG
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It was only during my research of you in prep for this interview that I discovered
there had been and I don't understand the nature of it there was a hate campaign
against you in the media is that fair
JB
tell me more.
SG
I can't remember the specifics of it, but it was like the sun.
JB
Oh yeah it was a guy called Garry Bushell . He led the charge. I went on a show I
can't even remember what it was, and Garry Bushell reviewed it and said I was Said I
was brilliant and really funny and then I went on Wogan and slagged off Thatcher
And then he completely did an about turn And then just started laying into me. The
thing about Gary Bushell was he did that to all women. He kind of thought it was an
insult for women that weren’t particularly attractive to be in the public eye. I’m not
even going to say who this about, it wasn’t about me, it was about an actress. His
comment about her was that she should be given a job at Heathrow sniffing parcels.
I think for that to be written in a national newspaper is an absolute fucking disgrace.
And so I felt, ‘right! It’s open season on Bushell now’, so I went for it. So that is why
the feud continued for so long, because I wouldn’t let it lie.
SG
So you went for it in terms of your material. I would like to find out the way you
went for it but also I’m also ready for that very pregnant pause to stay there.
JB
I would just do stuff, the sort of stuff he would do about me. So for example, I would
say, ‘Gary Bushell said this about me, he called me a hideous old boiler’ and I went
‘well let’s face it, he’s not exactly an oil painting himself is he… not unless there is an
oil painting called constipated-warthog-licking-piss-off-a-toilet-seat’. So I just
thought yeah I'm going to do that Gary until one of us falls over and he fell over I
reckon because where the **** is he now well I'll tell you his working for the Sunday
People and how many people read that 7.
SG
We talked very briefly earlier on about dammed, a sitcom, that you co-wrote with
Morwenna Banks and Will Smith. And we didn’t talk about earlier on, but I am
aware of Getting On and Going Forward. I believe a lot of that was improvised.
JB
Yeah Going Forward and Getting On was pretty much improvised.
SG
I suppose part of me, on the basis of what we have just talked about over the last
hour, is that through your own perceived laziness? Some people are desperate to
turn in a script, ‘here’s all the jokes’…
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JB
Well I am very lazy, and to some extent it probably was. But it was also kind of an
experiment to see, because I was actually a nurse and I did work in those sorts of
situations. I kind of wanted to see what would happen if we did. Whereas with
dammed for example, that is very, very, written. We write actual jokes for that and it
is very meticulously structured. So I kind of wanted to try both really. It was slightly
through laziness, but also, because I have always felt with comedy, it doesn’t just
have to be funny, it can be really, awfully, horribly, sad as well, in the same half an
hour. So that was kind of an experiment to see if we can do very poignant stuff and I
do think that the lives of elderly people are so fucking miserable sometimes and the
way they are treated. To try and get to that, that ignorance, through humour, let
some of it be sad as well.
SG
And the experience of performing days one weather is your jokes with do you have
written, or Co written and another one where it is improvised and looser idea of a
narrative which were the most fun for you to actually perform in?
JB
Oh crikey I don't know. I think probably because I told you I'm lazy I hate learning
lines so probably the improvised bet swear but also actually I was very worried about
my actions girls because I got locked out of drama school and so I can because I
thought that had to go to drama school to be a comedian and also audition for a part
in a series on ITV call comics written by Lynda LaPlante written for a part that was
based on me And I didn't fucking get it. Because I was so bad in the audition. I did
AB fab as well and I got a review for my other favourite reviewer who's a guy called
Victor Lewis Smith saying everyone was overacting apart from me who can act all. I
did actually agree with him. Because I was doing what I thought was acting but it
was actually just being totally exaggerated the part and it was terrible . So I was just
worried when I did getting on . Peter Capaldi directed it And I guess I'm really well
with him I said if I'm shit tell me because a lot of time in this business people won't
tell you if you're crap that is half the problem with a lot of shows get on telly you get
people with massive egos you think they're brilliant and everyone is too scared to tell
them that the show they written is not funny and so I said to him if I contact just say
and I'll give it to someone else but he said it was right so I believed him.
SG
What is it that you love so much about stand-up comedy what is captured going over
the years?
JB
I like the hours. I used to think fucking brilliant I'm going to work for 20 minutes a
day and actually it gave me a lot of freedom What I also like about it is the way it
open store into any area of life, but you want to go into. So if for example you wanted
to go to polo match with the Rolling Stones or if you want to meet Prince Charles or
if you want to go to the House of Commons and be involved in you can get involved
with pretty much anything you want which is so weird but I do like that side And I
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actually really genuinely truthfully there anything surrounding it love making people
laugh that's my favourite bit.
SG
this person is doing their first gig open mic tomorrow. And the question is she has
crippling anxiety and so Jo is a former psychiatric nurse what would you
recommend.
JB
well the thing is everyone doing their first gig is nervous has crippling anxiety, so it
is kinda a matter of scale. I'm sure yourself have certain strategies that UU for
making yourself, whether it breathing . I used to have a series of really weird ritual
whenever I went on to do with green toilet paper.
SG
Rituals is that true as in you had to have it in your pocket?
JB
the problem was I had a really stormy gig once And I had some green paper And I
obviously being a cunt thought that was totally responsible for it and so bad every
good I did I had to have some I know I didn't have any I have to run round the
bloody supermarket and they stopped doing green I don't know if you've notice but
you hardly see it at all . So in the end I kinda weaned myself off it now I'm not going
to invite alcohol but i did have a bottle of lager before I went on because that did
actually help my anxiety but what I would say to you is lower your expectations
everyone's 1st time is shit so don't go on thinking if I don't storm this my career is
over be very honest with yourself and I'm sure you will save yourself I'm going to be
really really anxious about this but the whole point of dealing with anxiety is that the
theory goes it can only get to a certain point and then it starts to come down just be
kind yourself if you get on there anything I can't cope I'm going to faint it's not
gonna kill anyone no one's going to kill you it's going to be fine. If it's going really
badly there is no shame getting off and trying again so keep It's simple don't try and
do 20 minutes on quantum mechanics theory no them very well I myself with a
couple of heckle put down just say don't have to think something up on the spot
which is very hard to do when you're anxious and keep it short I'm really really good
luck.
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SG – Stewart Goldsmith
MS – Mark Steel
MS
[Imitating Big Brother voice over] Day 406 in the Edinburgh Festival and some of
the performers have started to eat some of the audience.
SG
How are you in these final days? Are you coping?
MS
No. No one is coping. Given that comics are mental to start with, it’s really quite
deranged and peculiar. And it’s quite odd to wander up the road… it’s like a dream
where all the comics live in some great big comedy house and you sort of wander up
the road and you go “ah - there’s Stewart Lee”… “Oh I suspect Joe Pasquale is doing
the washing up at the moment”
SG
It is particularly noticeable in the Children’s playpark on the meadows where any
comedian who has young children… it’s like a slice of the data at any given time.
Comics are trying to avoid each other.
MS
Because my flat is beautifully close to here and all the stuff is going on there… there
was an odd thing today when I was writing my newspaper column for tomorrow
then I had to take a break from that to pop out over the road, I’m not complaining
about this at all I’m just saying that this is just odd, I had to pop out from that, go
about 100 yards across the way to do a show with Freddie Flintoff. And then I saw
Freddie Flintoff, which as a sport fanatic… I could hardly contain myself. Then come
back and my daughter’s in there. “Was it alright, Freddie Flintoff?” It’s just liked an
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odd dream. It’s a very odd thing to do, “I’m just popping out to do a show with
Freddie Flintoff, I’ll be back…” and it is like that every night. Normally you do a
show, you drive off somewhere, and you say goodbye to the family whatever… I can
pop a pie in the oven, go out, do my show, and it’s just about ready. It’s very very
peculiar.
SG
You’ve not been to the Fringe for a while?
MS
Well I haven’t done the whole three/four weeks whatever it is. No. But I usually
come up here, for some reason, there is usually some reason.
SG
And this show for you this year is quite different to the output for which people think
of you. You’re most widely thought of as a political comic.
MS
Yeah well that gets on my nerves. Because that’s not true. But there is nothing you
can do about it, I suppose.
SG
Well you’ve just won columnist of the year, 2015, for a funny political column. Is it
reasonable to call you a political comedian?
MS
Well first of all, both words put together are wrong. Because every comic is political.
They might not know it, just as every person is political. The person who says they
haven’t got a political thought, is still political. They might say ‘those bloody
immigrants, coming over here, how many more can we bloody have! Bloody need to
send them back.’ They might have those thoughts which are very political like ‘those
bloody bankers, it’s a bloody disgrace! They haven’t got any money for the local
school; my kid has to go there and there’s no books!’ Which of course are political
thoughts, so I think the political bit of that is wrong. But also the comic bit, most of
what I do depends on a stupid voice or something. I don’t know I just enjoy the
whole thing of doing a show, just like any other comic. I don’t think I am really any
different. If someone just thinks I am political comic, they’re going to come to my
show and be disappointed. ‘Oh that’s strange. I was hoping to get view on the liberal
democrat policy on agriculture.’”(3.44)
SG
But are any comics like that? Because I think you are one of the most political
comics, in a very small group of comics.
MS
But Frankie Boyle is immensely political. Because all his stuff is born of a rage. Much
more than me, he’s got a rage inside him. Which is brilliant, I think he is brilliant.
Someone like that wouldn’t be called a political comic, but he is. He’s in a fury about
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all manner of things. Sometimes his fury takes him to all sorts of peculiar places,
he’s so angry about everything he just goes ‘I am going to say the most shocking
thing I possibly can, there you are, up-the-arse-of-the-pope-you-fucking-fuck-whatand-not.’ He’s a little bit more adept at it than I am. (In Scottish accent) up-yourarse-you-fucking-what-not-shit-pope-fucking-nun. Frankie Boyle on a really, really,
unproductive day. Obviously someone like Mark Thomas, he’s doing a show there,
which is brilliant, like his shows always are, which is about the way that land is now
sold, like the sort of land that you think is land that we all own, now you suddenly
find that it all isn’t. The bank has bought it all. And he makes that brilliantly funny,
and his daft little protests outside and it’s marvellous. That you go, “alright that’s
political”
SG
Which other comics do you bump into when you’re speaking at rallies?
MS
Well Shappi (Khorsandi), she speaks at rallies. She gets all sort of nervous, ‘oh I
don’t really understand it’, but in a way that’s a sort of product of this idea that
politics is something that you almost have to have an education in to be genuinely
political. I saw Shappi speak to, I dunno, 100,000 people and it was just like “I’m
sick of this, this can’t be right and Jeremy Corbyn is here, and he’s a good bloke and
why are they having a go at him”’ And it was brilliant because she just articulated
what, probably, so many people who founded the movements around Jeremy
Corbyn thought, and she articulated that. And did it with a three-year old kid on the
stage with her, which is a great comic’s trick to win over the audience. Who’s going
to have a go at you then? I think Shappi is brilliantly political, but you wouldn’t have
thought of her a so.
SG
I think what you have isolated there is that sense that people, that idea that comics,
feel like they can’t be political, because they don’t necessarily have the research, they
haven’t necessarily done the reading. And for someone like you, who can appear on
question time and hold you own against politicians who are very well practiced at
arguing on telly, that appears to me like I don’t have the argumentative skills to do
that.
MS
Yeah well I have that. I have sat there. I’ve done question time a few times and
you’re sat there with, who was I with? David Willets. David Willets. I was sat there
with him, he’s the conservatives something for something and Liz Kendell! Liz
Kendell was on it last time I was on Question Time. And some Liberal, who’s
probably lost his seat. So we were all sat there, and it sort of drones on into that
official, political ease. So someone starts talking about the latest bill to reduce
something by something, and they make it so dull and uninteresting, completely
apart from normal people’s lives, and two percent of the GDP on this and that. And I
drift off, just like everybody else does. Then Dimbleby (Question Time presenter)
goes ‘Mark Steel, what are your thoughts on this…’ and my instinct is to go ‘I DON’T
FUCKING KNOW! ASK HIM, HE’S IN THE BLOODY CABINET!’ You have to sort
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of get over that somehow and then remember that, the simple things are the right
things. ‘I don’t know the specific figures that you are making up here, but I do know
that the banks have crashed and not at the fault of the people who are being asked to
pay for that banking crash, the swimming pool in the local area is shut down, as far
as I’m aware, I’m not an economist, the banking crash was not caused by people
swimming too much in the local swimming pool the bloody dirty bastards bringing
down the currency rates with their aggressive butterfly. So why are those people
having to pay? And you know the people that did cause it, their bonuses have gone
up, they can’t even bring themselves to say sorry, that’s it. And if you’ve got that, you
just know that this is bullshit that these people are talking. You’re a Tory, you’re
defending it, your equivocating about it, if you said ‘that’s wrong’, then you’d get a
round of applause and people might vote for you, instead of just going ‘isn’t it awful
and we might think about doing something’. And Liz Kendell was on this program,
on Question Time. And she hardly said a thing. She just sat there and just said
nothing really. The following week people said ‘Who was that? Who was that woman
who was on?’ No one could remember. But then, you’re given a car on Question
Time and you go back in the car, it was Newcastle, so you think this is a little perk.
You don’t really get paid for it, but you get a nice little car drive you all the way back
from Newcastle to London and Liz Kendell is South London like me. And she says
‘Here! Should we get a bottle of wine for the car back?’ and I thought yes alright, and
we got a bottle of wine and stopped at a little shop there, a corner shop, and she was
quite a laugh. Not a political thought in her head about anything really. I sort of
asked her a couple of time and she sort of ‘oh gawd, you and your bloody politics you
know. As if I’m going to know about that, all I am is an MP.’ And she was going out
with, living with I believe, Greg Davies the comic, very funny actor, Inbetweeners
actor. Next thing I know, she’s standing to be the labour leader and I thought ‘what
are you doing that for! You haven’t got a clue!’ and I don’t suppose I’ll be travelling
in a car with her now, sometimes they write the column for you. At the start of all
this she was asked. I swear this was the exact words. The interviewer said, Andrew
Neil I believe, “are you going to oppose the conservative’s budget, the plan to cut
welfare, and she said “I think the economy is really important…” So it really struck a
chord with me. Because most people go (mockingly) “The economy don’t give a
shit…” and that was her answer. And she kept coming out with things… she hasn’t
got a clue; I feel quite sorry for her.
SG
I wanted to ask about the post show greenroom atmosphere after doing something
like question time. You sort of told us there in terms of that one person. But is it a
case that the politicians are professionally argumentative and then they’re like “how
was that” and they are much more chatty, and if they are how do you fit into that?
MS
(Imitating MP) “I’d like to answer that by making these two points. I’m very glad you
asked the question, but I am not going to be drawn, at this stage on the precise
nature of the post-question time greenroom chat. That is something that you will
have to ask Mr Miliband.” The time that I did question time was most tricky really I
happened to be, it was 2003, It happened to be, there was no way anyone could have
planned this, the day when Americans arrived in Baghdad and pulled the statue of
Saddam over. That very night, question time was on, and I was on that. And that was
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pretty much the most nerve-racking thing I had ever done. There are millions of
people going to be watching this and it is all going to be charged, it’s not a week
where it is about a court case or something other, I thought “Jesus what am I going
to do” and I thought anybody who is against the war is going to be… I thought “right
think through three sort of little 30 second things and just say that and get that to
start with and then respond to what other people are saying”. So I was just sort of
running through just like you would with a gig really, like if you’re doing a new bit
“remember what I’m going to say here” and David Willets, this was the first time I
met him, he was sat just here. Tory, obviously not in the government at the time.
And he leant across and said, “you look a little bit nervous, don’t need to be nervous,
no reason to be nervous” and I said “Nah, I’m alright”, he said “don’t worry about it
once it gets started it will just fly by, just get stuck in, it will steam on by before you
know it” and I thought “thank you for the bloody tip”. So then it starts and of course
it goes wild and it is charged because this statue has only come down, two hours
before, the news, it’s all anybody is talking about, and this great big row, there is this
guy called Michael O’Brien, he was home office… I don’t know what he was. He was
in the cabinet, he’d been labour cabinet and one of the people supporting the war,
justifying it, and I remember at one point, what was it, he said one point and I
thought “oh I’ve got you there” because he said “I think one of the reasons that
Saddam hasn’t behaved in a worse way is because of the sanctions we were putting
on them” and I said “really! You thought he was… You’d think Saddam was
saying….” CUT THAT BIT I’VE FUCKED THIS UP. Look I’ll give you some money,
that’s terrible! That fucked this up, a comic forgetting his joke. Terrible. And
Englishman and Scotsman and a oh no I’ve forgotten about the parrot, the parrot I
forgot, and oh the nun, the nun. Any way whatever it was, it all got caught up
outrageous and this David Willets, I was having a go at the Labour bloke obviously
saying what a marvellous thing it was that they had attacked Saddam. And these
people, they’d all be trading with him. And David Willets sat next to me and he was
sniggering, “Yes! Yes!” because I was having a go and I thought “You bastard. You lot
sold him the bloody weapons, what right have you got to sit there sniggering” and he
went bright red and I thought “you little fucker, fucking sniggering, you sold Saddam
these bloody weapons.” It’s outrageous these politicians, so it was all quite fiery and
at the end of it I though “phwa well there will be no more bon anime from Mr
Willets” and as the bloke comes round to unclip my radio mic, as he was doing it,
this bloke Willets bent over and said “See I told you you’d get jolly well stuck in, I bet
that’s marvellous now, you did ever so well” I said “what the bloody, I Just called out
a bloody-outrageous-tory-arms-dealer in front of millions of people” I swear his
exact words were “yes that’s the spirt”. I got up and the pair of us sort of walked off
and he said “I think we jolly well deserve a drink after all that hard work” I said “well
yeah” and we went into this back room just me and him there and he said “oh
marvellous” and there was this one of those things you have at a barbeque, one of
those things that keeps all the beer cold, loads of bottles of beer in there. Bottles of
Becks and things. And I said “alright. Here you are” and I couldn’t find a bottle
opener and I was looking around for a bottle opener and he, David Willets,
Conservative shadow cabinet, David Willets, looked like the most boring person
ever, he did that thing where he just went up to the corner and did that thing where
(Imitates opening bottle on table) and I was sort of going here with my teeth, I
couldn’t do it at all and he went “oh give it here and boom there you go Get that
down you” and I did actually say to him, “look mate don’t ever let this get out that
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because if it did ever get out that I had to rely on a conservative shadow cabinet
member to open me bottle of beer I’m fucked” “Yes, I can see the problem”
SG
Does that make you despair sometimes that they just regard it as a game?
MS
Yeah. Of course. I think, in a way that’s why you have to ignore it, I think if you did
that all the time, once is fine, if you did that all the time, you’d get to know his
neighbour’s name, you’d get to know his Kid’s birthday, and then you’re stuffed.
SG
You wouldn’t lay into him as much
MS
No you wouldn’t, cause you’d be like “Oh yeah I know him and he’s alright”. You
would.
SG
Do you think the way comics have to simplify ideas in order to be understood? Or
the way you may simplify a political idea, as you were saying, ‘I might not know the
numbers but it’s not the people in the swimming pool that should suffer. Do you
think that is similar to the ways politicians are thinking, like when you said there are
three things that I want to say and when she (Liz Kendell) said she thought the
economy was very important, is there a parallel there? There seems to be a lot of
parallels in terms of getting the message across. Where the goal is to get votes and
your goal is to get laughs. But you have to take a far simpler path than the actual
issue might demand.
MS
I suppose it is. I suppose it is similar in a weird kind of way. They’ve got a much
thicker skin that we have, don’t they? You do a show that goes badly, not even quite
as well as you’d hoped, and that’s awful, that is really, really, awful. As often as not,
after the show, if there is 300 people there, the comic who has done the show is the
most miserable person in the room. If it hasn’t gone absolutely, brilliantly, fantastic,
where they’ve hauled you through the street and made you king. I’ve impressed
them and they haven’t made me king! I’m not going to Swindon again!
SG
That’s what Frank Skinner says, that being a comic is binary; its either brilliant or its
shit.
MS
Frank is very astute on that, on a number of those sort of things. Yeah… but a
politician, they get up, everyone is bored stupid, and they must know that half the
people, most of the people watching are going what! I mean how could you live with
yourself if that was your performance. ‘I think the economy is really important.’ How
could you live with it! If comics were politicians, they couldn’t! (Comic as politician)
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‘OH NO ‘THE ECONMY IS REALLY IMPORANT’, (Comic’s friend) ‘it wasn’t that
bad.’ (Comic as politician) ‘OH IT WAS! OH NO!’, (Comic’s friend) ‘For Christ’s sake
don’t show him the reviews!’. The economy is really important… one star!”
SG
When you’re writing your column, how much cross over is there between your
column and what you’re thinking about (for standup)
MS
Ah it hardly ever works! In your column you can sort of get away with stuff, a bit.
Sometimes I’ve tried to do jokes from the column and I dunno. Because it’s about
performance, you can’t just read a bit out, I don’t think. It’s a completely different
thing… I did have one thing, but even then it was sort of in a completely different
way. I did this joke which is about why people vote for UKIP. Because, of course they
are! Because people are terrified. Every day you are told there are millions of
Bulgarians! Millions! A million Bulgarians can come at any point, at any day! And
people must be crapping themselves. People must be going, ‘I wonder if I can open
the back gate’… ‘I CAN GET OUT! I CAN’T GET OUT! THERE’S BULGARIANS AS
FAR AS YOU CAN SEE. ALL IN THE GARDEN!’ then there will be these Bulgarians
going (Bulgarian accent) ‘Yes we live here now. There is nothing you can do.’ (British
person) ‘who’s this here?’ (Bulgarian) ‘This is Dimitriov, his head is stuck in cat flap.
He live here now. Now Lisbon treaty say you must feed everyday with saucer of
milk.’ So I had that sort of idea which I did in the column but if you wrote it out like
that it would just be meaningless because it would depend on everyone having to do
a silly Bulgarian accent. But the idea of it..
SG
The starting points are the same?
MS
The starting points are the same I suppose. In a column it just depends of people
saying mad things, like this thing with the people, I’ve done one tonight, for
tomorrow’s paper and it is all these mad reasons… the whole idea of Labour
absolutely hating the fact that 300,000 thousand people have tried to join them, I
find that hilarious, “NO THIS IS A DISASTER! PEOPLE LIKE US! ITS YOUR
FAULT CORBYN. WE SHOULD GO BACK TO WHEN EVERYONE HATED US.”
SG
And you actually tried to join, and they wouldn’t let you?
MS
Yeah they wouldn’t let me. They said that I didn’t share the aims and values of the
labour party. So I’ve been saying, “Sorry I’ve been busy I didn’t have time to invade
Iraq”
SG
Do you envisage they’ve got some sort of database on everyone or is it just that your
name is a red flag?
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MS
At first I thought “ooh I’m important” I wish it was just that, but it is thousands of
people, you hear these stories all the time it is people who have stood for… are
councillors. People who are councillors, people already in Labour, all sorts of people.
But they might have said, “I’d vote Green if I was in Brighton where Caroline Lucas
is the MP”. Something like that, that’s enough to get struck off”, that sort of thing
because they just go through people’s twitter accounts to see if they’ve said anything
critical of late.
SG
Do you know that?
MS
Oh yeah. They’re admitting this now. They’re saying this is what they’re doing. This
is their way of being robust. Weed out these people who they are saying are
conservatives who are deliberately voting just to bugger the thing up. There is very
few of those but there are people who are joining labour because they think, well if
Jeremy Corbyn is the leader then that would be a different thing. So they’re then
being told that if you voted last time, even going through canvas returns, they’re
admitting this. They’re going through the way, I don’t quite know how this works,
people knock on their doors at election time and they keep a record. Genius for a
part that has lost an election to go “we do not want anyone who didn’t vote for us last
time.” I put that in the newspaper tomorrow, if every party did that, you’d never
have to have another election. There will be the election night special with David
Dimbleby going “well here comes the results and they’re exactly the same as five
years ago, now the snooker”
SG
Let’s stay on that specific joke, because you said the punchline of that joke of that
idea and we were all at the same sort of level. We were all going, “that seems
ridiculous” but You’ve got the ability, as an experienced comic, to describe it in just a
way, to take that idea and just turn it into a very quick picture, that gets a big laugh
out of everybody here.
MS
Oh right… Well, yes I’m rather clever aren’t I (mock arrogance).
SG
Well I’m just really fascinated by what are the sort of… are there any guiding
principles that you find yourself working with? When you take an idea, when
something annoys you, you go there’s a column in this. When something frustrates
you and you want to do some standup about it. What are the sort of principles that
you use to attack the stupid thing that has been said?
MS
I think there is something about just seeing the world in a funny way. And I think
there is an enormous amount written about trying to analyse that. But more and
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more, I am coming to the conclusion that there are people who see the world in a
funny way and there are people that don’t. And the people who don’t get very
frustrated. So if for example… I’m trying to think of an example… oh these are all
overtly political aren’t they. For example, you might say I’ve got a joke about articles
that you read in newspapers saying that the benefit cheats, all of these benefits
cheats, and the example I give is I say there’s this article in a newspaper that says
“there is a women in her council estate in Newcastle, 135 kids she’s got! Every single
one of them on benefits! Now they’ve bought a giraffe! And the giraffe is on benefits.
And how they’ve written to the council it’s got a crick in its neck because the ceiling
is too low, so the council has put them all up in St Paul’s Cathedral. One of the kids
has snooker-syndrome so the council has bought them a full-sized snooker table.
The mother has said she can’t count up the points because she’s allergic to gloves,
the mayor has to come out and referee otherwise he will be put in jail by Europe. A
comic would sort of think of things like the giraffe but then you will get people who
say ‘oh that’s spoilt it! Because you have a very good point there, but you’ve spoilt it
because nobody has a giraffe and it wouldn’t fit in the flat’. There are people, you
don’t see them because they don’t come to the audience, but sometimes they might
come. I get people, on twitter they send me this, the go “I’m very disappointed in you
Mark, cause that’s not a very good point” or something like that. And they anger me
more than any right winger. I just think “You pompous fuck!”. I just hate them! Or
just ‘I’m very disappointed’. Because they want you to make a political point that
they can agree with. They don’t really see that anything is funny. The left can be as
guilty of that as the right. The right certainly are. The right will claim that the ‘old
political correctness, the left-wing comedians, you’re not allowed to!’ that sort of
thing. Of course they’re just as bad, like there was that fuss when Jimmy Carr made
that joke, well I guess it wasn’t his joke. No I’m not being mean, he said it wasn’t his
joke, it was a soldier’s joke. “All the soldiers getting their limbs blown off in
Afghanistan, tragedy! But mind you, we’ll get a bloody good Paralympics team next
time!”. Now that was a joke he’s told, it’s a really good joke that soldiers would tell.
And of course the (Daily) Mail went nuts! ‘How dare he…’ and of course the soldiers
all go ‘well of course you tell a joke like that.’ So they (Right wing) are quite capable
of that. But then on the left they do that as well. And they go bezerk and they just
can’t see that something is funny. And that’s why, I think there is sort of
predicament, whereby there are these questions being asked, can you make jokes
about that? Every comic gets this. “This is a serious subject you’re talking about.
Isn’t this too serious for comedy?” and I think that this is one of the most frustrating
things you can be asked. It shows you how low the status of comedy is, because you
wouldn’t ask a playwright, “this war in Iraq is a very serious business, surely you
wouldn’t denigrate it with the frivolities of a play, a song or a poem?”. But comedy is
just assumed. Even after all the years we’ve had of Richard Prior, Louis CK, to all the
brilliant comics talking about nothing but serious subjects, and they still assume that
comedy is nothing, but you know, “what’s red and sits in the corner? A naught
strawberry” I just find that really frustrating. And also the people who criticise
comics in that way, they just don’t get that it’s to do with context. If a joke is just put
on a piece of paper, ‘this is what this person said!’, it is all to do with the context in
which it is said. I’ve got a disabled mate, for example, talking to him tonight, he’s got
no legs and one arm. Every now and then I wheel him up the pub and quite possibly
as I am pushing him up to the pub, I will go “You lazy fucker! I push you up every
time! Me, me, me with some people. I wish I had no legs and got pushed about
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bloody everywhere” and no way could anyone possibly take offence at that as he’s my
mate who I’ve known for years and so on. If you was to right that down ‘OUTRAGE
AS STEEL DENEGRATES DISABLED PEOPLE!’. Because the show I write on the
radio, relies on me going around being brutal about the town I’ve been to. And it’s
never ever been a problem because everyone, I hope, can see that I actually really
like this place, they can see it in your eyes.. I reckon, you or I, or any of the comics
could go into a black club full of Jamaicans, take the piss out of Jamaicans and it
would go down fine. Because they’d see it in your eyes, they’d know that you’re on
their side. Another comic who was racist would say exactly the same things and
they’d go ‘oh he don’t like us.’, it’s in the eyes.”
SG
Yeah, you’ve got account for context. You’ve got to account for the context in which it
is performed as well. You’ve got to trust people to make their own judgement. But I
suppose what you are talking about is when someone is definitely a comic. Stewart
Lee is fond of talking about the sacred space of clowning, a sacred relationship
between the… this is the comedy stage, I am the comedian, this is what we have all
bought into. Similarly, what is often used as a defence of Jimmy Carr or Frankie
Boyle, the audience have come there to see that. They know what it is, there is a
contract between them.
MS
Imagine you had bought a ticket for Frankie Boyle, and then you’re like “oh my god!
I can’t believe that he has mentioned that!”
SG
What I have noticed at this festival, I have noticed two or three different comics who
are known to be towards the self-proclaimed edgier end of things. Making a preemptive strike, “If you’re going to be offended by this then you obviously haven’t
googled me!” The sort of people who would call themselves edgy in their press
releases. I’m identifying a broad trope, and let’s bear in mind that most press
releases are written by PRs not the acts themselves, I hope people who call
themselves edgy are still prepared to come on my show.
MS
I don’t read the reviews, but someone did say about my show that it was brave. I just
thought “for Christ sake, did you come on the night that I did it in the cage with a
leopard then?”
SG
I want to talk about the show that you’re doing at the moment, I really enjoyed it, I
thought it was very edgy. I just want to stay with some of the ideas of the techniques
of the ways you attack a subject in order to find the funny in it. And I wonder if you
ever recognise, given the amount of writing you do, the amount of columns you do,
the amount of standup you do, do you ever spot yourself doing the same sort of
trope? Doing the same sort of thing?
Ooh yeah, in the radio series (Mark Steel’s in Town), because I’ve done six series of it
now, so it starts to get tricky, so for the people who don’t know the show, I have to go

Page 143 of 234
to a town, and just find out as much as I can about the town and then just be
relentlessly rude about it and hope, through that, they (audience) think that I like
them really.
SG
I listened to Basingstoke today and it was tremendous.
MS
Oh yeah, yeah, Basingstoke with all the roundabouts. And there was… about the
lampposts wasn’t there? Wasn’t there a whole discussion online about the lampposts
SG
The phallic lampposts?
MS
No, no, wasn’t there something about the lampposts not being as bright as they used
to be? ‘They’ve changed the wattage from eighty to sixty! I don’t know why they’ve
done that!’ Brilliant! Brilliant! I don’t think I was brilliant, I thought they were
brilliant. And they were funny themselves, as people are funny. I did one (show) in
Melton Mowbray in this last series and Melton Mowbray famous for pork pies, and
people are obsessed with pork pies. I went to see the bloke who was the head pork
pie man at the Melton Mowbray pork pie shop, and he set me and Carl Cooper, the
producer, down and we told him we had old got forty minutes. And after forty
minutes he’d only got as far as the jelly. We said “Mate we’ve got to go. We’ve got to
be somewhere” and he says “I haven’t even… I’m just starting on the pepper. You
can’t leave now”. And this bloke was hilarious, I was so sort of impressed with the
audience when I mentioned, “today we’ve just been to see the pork pie man” and I
couldn’t help thinking, both at the same time, “Christ this bloke is extraordinarily
knowledgeable about pork pies.” But at the same time thinking “Oh for Christ sake
mate, it’s only a bloody pork pie, there are other things in life!”. And it got this huge
cheer. But it wasn’t for me, clearly everyone had come across this bloke, this whole
town at some point, when they were at school or something had gone “Oh no! we’ve
got the pork pie blokes coming in to lecture us about pork pies’. Right, so what was
the point I was making?
SG
Spotting the familiar…
MS
Oh yeah, so in a way I am hoping that I just come across things that are naturally
funny and that is what a comic does. Half of what a comic does, you see the same
thing as everybody else, but you think ‘if I just tell that’ people go oh yeah that is
funny, people might not have spotted it. But writing the joke, I sometimes think “oh
no I’ve done that with Berric.”
SG
I wondered about that, because there was something particularly with the one in
Basingstoke, where you were slagging them off, whilst praising them for, not exactly
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praising them, but you were sort of saying, you were getting them cheering about the
fact that they had no imagination. Your like this, you’ve got loads of roundabouts,
you’re really boring, but some of you still believe in yourselves. I don’t remember the
exact jokes.
MS
Oh yeah they did! I met this bloke. In Basingstoke there was a guy who’d written a
little local history of it. Basingstoke was where the longest riot in British history took
place. I recall now. It went on for two years and the cause of it was the Salvation
Army. Because the Salvation Army when they were set up, I didn’t know this, the
Salvation Army, were an Army. That’s why they were called and Army. They would
physically go into pubs and drag people out to try and curb the swell of alcoholism in
the 1880s or whenever it was set up. And they chose Basingstoke. It was deliberately
chosen because it was known as a place of extraordinary alcoholism. And so this
pitched battle took place, and this battle went on and on until at one point, I think a
third of the population of the town was involved in a mass brawl. It’s even
mentioned in a Gilbert and Sullivan opera. Basingstoke. If you look at it now with its
little roundabouts, its little shopping malls and you think ‘ooh you had a bit of spark
at one point’.
SG
Do you often have to do that with your different towns? I’ve heard a couple of
different episodes. You’re performing to an audience of those people in that place. So
you must, presumably, be always walking a tightrope of needing to slag them off,
and wanting to, for comic effect, and also not wanting to turn them all against you?
MS
Well I suppose in that way, there is an example of a guy who we met there and he
was the most enthusiastic person, enthusiastic all the time spoke like this (upbeat),
and the reason we met him was because he had broken the world record I believe for
consistently rowing in a rowing machine. And he’d sat in the shopping centre for
eight hours a day, without a day off, for eighteen months. And the mileage on the
thing was the equivalent to going around the world. And what an utterly pointless
waste of eighteen months! But I introduced him, and he just got this enormous cheer
as he’s the most famous person in Basingstoke. Everyone said it, ‘there’s that fucking
idiot who rows all day’ and everyone knew him. You couldn’t help but love him, he
was so enthusiastic. And I said ‘For Christ’s sake! You’ve done all of that rowing and
you haven’t even got out of Basingstoke!’ Yeah, yeah, yeah. He was fine with it.
Because of course how can you not admire, both admire and despair at someone like
that at the same time.
SG
There seems to me something peculiarly British about that guy (Rower) and the
nature of your show is that you’re looking at, almost about, Britishness. It strikes
me, just thinking about it now, about you that has a similar sort of Britishness. Do
you gig in other countries?
MS
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I’ve not done much, no.
SG
I find it hard to imagine you in other countries because, for me, you seem so
culturally intertwined with Britain
MS
Oh right, yeah. Well I’ll take that as a compliment in a way. Because I think we’re
brilliant at laughing at ourselves. I think we are. It’s just a bit I’ve done in America.
It’s been alright but I think this programme (Mark Steel’s in Town) would really
struggle in America because if you went to Cincinnati, noticed a dozen peculiar
things about Cincinnati and then did that, I’d think they’d go, “well, what are you
talking about! Isn’t that what everyone does?”. The equivalent, if you were to do the
lamppost thing website there, they’d go “Well don’t you think it matter what the
wattage is?” whereas here people are more likely to go “well yeah, from the outside I
suppose that does look nuts.”
SG
Or maybe we live closer to other places. We know more about other people, towns
near us.
MS
Yeah maybe, maybe. I dunno. Whatever it is, we’re more likely to slag ourselves off
aren’t we. That’s probably unfair, I’m sure that you could go to Australia and do that
as well. I don’t know.”
SG
I want to talk a little about your show, Who Do I Think I Am? I saw it very early on
in the run. And every time I walked past your poster, there were more stars and
reviews. You’ve clearly had a fantastic festival.
MS
Yeah
SG
Let’s go a bit deeper into that Mark.
MS
I don’t want to look like I am showing off.
SG
This is the place to. No one thinks you’re showing off, I am asking you directly. How
have things gone? Have you been surprised by it?
MS
Well I am blessed with a ridiculous story. It is hard to think of something more
convenient. If you want to bring a show up to Edinburgh. I tried to trace my natural
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mother over a number of years, not for any reasons of being particularly sort of torn
in anyway, certainly not because I was trying to find myself of anything like that. As I
said in the show, what am I going to find out? “Turns out I am a racist!, never knew.”
But because I thought I better know that I am alright, I didn’t think that I’d actually
come across my actual father, that never occurred to me. As far as I knew he was just
a French bloke that got her up the stick one night in ’59. And then… then it turns
out… having traced my natural mother, someone else spoke to her, I never spoke to
her, she didn’t want to know, but she did, to drop him in it, say “let me tell you who
the father is” the father amongst other turns out to be the 1976 world backgammon
champion. And a man who wasn’t French at all, but an Egyptian Jew, she must have
lied back in the 1960s and is also a multimillionaire wall-street trader friend of
James Goldsmith and other unsavoury characters.
SG
No relation.
MS
Maybe he is. So I wouldn’t have tried to put together yet another show about
someone tracing their family unless it really was quite ridiculous. Sometimes I know
the phrase “the show writes itself”, it never does, but this one half did.
SG
There is something to say about the subject material you are presented with and the
facts of the real-life journey to find that out, you could do a lot of things with that, a
lot of different comics could take a lot of different directions on that material. And
something, I think, I really enjoyed about your show, was how incredibly
unsentimental it is.
MS
Well thanks. Yeah, yeah. Any attempt at sentimentality has been swept away. I don’t
want it to be sentimental, I don’t feel sentimental about it, I feel sentimental about…
I’m sort of moved by the anguish of my actual mother because she was one of
millions of victims of this absurd ideology that there was at the time which that we
should all live in this natural family state, so natural that I don’t think there was
hardly one family that did live in that natural state and it just caused immense
anguish. The worst one being those who were gay having to pretend to themselves
and everyone else that they weren’t, because they thought they were wrong, evil,
wicked or sinful or whatever, in my mother’s case having a baby, and having to just
deny herself and everyone else. That I think is awful. But I don’t say that in the show,
although it is evident. It’s funny. That comes to people who think they’re funny and
some people who think they aren’t. I think finding out that my natural dad is a
multi-millionaire wall street trader, or whatever else it is, is funny. How can that not
be funny?
SG
It’s almost like you become… we love an underdog in comedy… you can’t win… you
have to lose. And there is something very funny about the fact that you with your
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political history, your beliefs, your outspoken anti-capitalist nature would find that
out. It’s like the ultimate “oh for fucks sake”.
MS
The line I enjoy doing most, because it turns out, he knew Tiny Rowlands and James
Goldmsith, were his closest mates, and the line I like doing most is “oh no, for years,
since I was eighteen, I had been screaming about how unfair society was, with these
people at the top of society and they didn’t deserve to be there and it wasn’t right
and if you wanted to use particular individuals to prove your case you would just
jump on Tiny Rowlands and James Goldsmith and now it seems I was that close not
yelling about them but calling them uncle Jimmy and uncle fucking Tiny.
SG
That is interesting. You say that that is your favourite line in the show. What is it
specifically about that that appeals to you?
MS
I don’t know. The rhythm of it. I don’t know. The rhythm of Uncle fucking Tiny. I
wonder how many times those three words have been said together. But that’s what
it’s like to people who aren’t comics this is the nutty thing Stew those conversations
you have, the one that goes… ‘right. What’s ‘funniest in that joke, a walrus or a
hippopotamus? A walrus? Walrus. Yeah Walrus. No. Hippopotamus. Walrus gives
the wrong… it’s confusing. Hippopotamus’. You know those kinds of conversations?
That’s the joke, walrus. You try it. And it don’t work. Try hippopotamus. Big laugh.
Why? No one knows. I suppose there is a rational reason. A bit like there is a rational
explanation for the end of the universe but we don’t know what it is. And similarly, I
don’t know what it is why it is that certain jokes just work when you do it like that,
sometimes you just accidently do it wrong and it gets a much bigger laugh. And you
never find out why.
SG
One of the most frustrating things I find in the creative process, you write what you
think is a clever joke, and then on the way to it you improvise part of a setup, and
then ten gigs down the line you have to drop the clever joke because it turns out the
setup is way better. Just to stay with this idea. When you write your stand up are you
sitting writing it the same way as you write your column? What does it look like?] I
think it is the hardest bloody thing. If I write my radio series. I’ll go to the town and
I’ll have a day in the town and there will be something about the town where you go
‘alright that’s the sort of place it is’ and a dozen people would have said something
where you think that’s quite funny, there’s a funny thing here that they all say.
There’s a phrase. There’s something.
SG
Do you have to looking for it? Or do you just try a normal day out there?
MS
No, you have to have a normal day out. And sometimes, this is what happens quite
often, people, bless them, they misunderstand, ‘alright you want to have a look
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around’, Berric was one, people were like ‘Ooh come down here, see that church,
you’ll love this, if you look there you’ll see that the corner is slightly different
brickwork. That’s because that wall collapsed in 1581 and by the time it was rebuilt it
was a different architect.’ And I just go ‘mate. This is really not going to... don’t
worry. I’m just going to wander around the town.’. ‘N-n-no its so vitally important.’
And the poor bloke just went on and on and on, all night, like this for a day. And I
just had to keep on saying ‘really the Baroque-something-Georgian-somethinggable-of-the-what-not, I’m not going to know any of that.’ But just the general
wandering about, you just pick up on things. And then I make all my notes and then
it just sort of… I sit down and write it… you know… up at night. Usually write it with
the sport in the background and that’s how it gets written. Standup! That’s just the
hardest thing don’t you think. You can’t just sit down and write it. Some comics do
maybe but I don’t think it works. Because especially if it is relying on little bits of
acting, you just have to do it. And see what works and try a silly voice or stupid…
that’s the thing, people go, ‘oh you’re so political’, oh for fucks sake. One of my
favourite little bits I did a few years ago. You know you just put two different things
that shouldn’t go together, together. And I said, ‘yeah I dunno, you might just go
Rastafarian weatherman’ and the next day I thought, yeah that’s funny. (In
Rastafarian accent) ‘First let me tell you a massive rain will cascade down from them
heaven, sent by the king of kings, ah Rastafari, moving slowly from the West
Midlands across to scattered showers acraas Scotland we moving.’. Something like
that, you can sort of get the idea there. It’s just what sort of goes together. I don’t
know.”
SG
It’s interesting because you’ve demonstrated already, tonight, that you have the
experience, you have the understanding of the rhythm, you’ve got the understanding
of which word is funniest. I find it hard to believe in any of the conversational funny,
you’ve produced tonight. Urgh, that’s a long way of saying it. You’ve been funny
tonight, in a way that you haven’t written. Do you see what I mean? And I find it
hard to believe there’s been any, like what’s the equivalent in your brain when you’re
adlibbing, the equivalent of going ‘is it a hippo or is it a walrus?’. What’s that about?
Is it just experience?’.
MS
I think like anything else, probably just like yourself, or anyone, the good comics
that are up here, there is a great many of them. When your mind is working
properly, you’re sort of putting two different things that don’t go together, together.
Oh! Here’s an example. My son, who is now doing standup, he’s nineteen and he’s
doing well. And just because he’s been around the comedy sort of world for a while
already. When he was about twelve I’d say, my wife come back from somewhere or
other, she said to me, my lad wasn’t in the room, she said to me, ‘God, ergh, my
friends rang up today and her car’s broken down on the A23 somewhere and she’s
had to call the RSC out to come and fix it. What do you do, as a comic, you’ve got two
things there. That don’t go together, and you put them together. Automatically at the
go, oh did the come out at go ‘Ah yonder gasket me thinks indeed. The oil doth
spureth forth and render this carburettor obsolete me thinks.’ And so on and so
forth… Yeah, yeah this is what happens in families, instead of going ‘oh yes, aren’t
you funny’ you go ‘Oh fucking of course, you know I meant the RAC!’. And I said,
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‘Right when Elliot comes in’, my son Elliot, I said, ‘Just say exactly the same thing
and see what happens and she said ‘oh yeah I was just saying, my friend broke down,
had to call the RSC out’ and immediately he said ‘The RSC, for a car! Did they go ‘ah
we must indeedeth put the bonnet up for the car!’. Of course, because he is just used
to tying these things together. You know, other people who aren’t comics are doing
things more productively with their lives. But I think the quicker you do it, it’s a
process that most people know, if you’re a comic, you’re doing it all the time, you’re
doing it quicker. It’s just the same as, I play cricket and I am shit at it, I sort of know
what you are supposed to do, but I can’t do it. But because I do it a bit, I can see a
good cricketer hit a ball that has come down at 90MPH swinging and still manage to
clout it for four. I could sort of understand the process, but I could never in a billion
years emulate what they’re doing. It’s not that much of a genius thing what comics
do, you just do it quicker as you’re used to doing it.
SG
So is it talent? Or is it predominately talent, or is predominately skill?
MS
It’s predominately madness. It’s predominately madness. And ego isn’t it. Comics
are terrible people. I love being with comics but they’re terrible people. If a comic
dies, if a comic dies, fifty other comics will be at the funeral, every one of them
thinking, ‘I hope my speech gets the biggest laugh’. Terrible people.
SG
A question from the audience, why do you think there are no, I think there are a few,
overtly right-wing comedians?
MS
Oh I don’t know. I mean there were of course. Jim Davidson was overtly right wing.
He wasn’t just someone on the right and he was a comic. He was overtly right wing.
Some of the stuff he was doing about how he hated immigrants. But he wasn’t funny
about it, he would just go into a rant. I suppose there are those people. There are
those people, you probably wouldn’t get them on here. You’d get them in little
corners of society, I don’t think they’re going to come up to the Edinburgh festival
with it. I don’t know the answer really.
SG
There’s Geoff Norcott, who’s an excellent comedian and a friend of mine. Friend of
the show. And he’s a tory, and there are very few others.
MS
Does he do stuff that is overtly tory. Or is he just a tory and he’s a comic.
SG
Well yeah that might be the issue. I don’t know that he would fulfil that criteria.
MS
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Well Frank Skinner is very Christian isn’t he. But does he do stuff about that in his
act? I don’t know, possibly he does. It’s one thing to have an ideology and be a
comic, but to do that stuff together.
SG
You see very few benefit nights for the conservative party. With a bunch of tory
comics doing tory political stuff.
MS
McIntyre has done stuff hasn’t he, for the conservatives. But again he wouldn’t…
SG
It’d just be a gig to him wouldn’t it.
MS
Yeah possibly… he wouldn’t go out and do a lot of stuff saying why we should
privatise royal mail.
SG
It must be a harder sell. Surely it has something to do with comedy having to punch
up. Comedy always has to punch up. You’ve got to punch up, you can’t punch down.
And the nature is, as a liberal left-wing person, that’s the right way round. If you’re a
left-wing person you can speak truth to power, there’s no point speaking truth to
people less powerful than yourself.
MS
Charly Chaplin wrote about this. Charly Chaplin wrote about this at some length. He
said… he was describing a scene where someone’s ice cream on a balcony fell off and
it went down the back of someone. And the person it went down the back of, it had
to be a posh person. It had to be, that was funny, if it was a poor person that would
be an entirely different thing. It would be a bullying thing. Laughing down at
someone. Look, we’re better than you. Yeah laughing up at someone, I suppose that
is true. But then also, because we’ve been in right wing times, to kick against
authority you have to be on the left, in a way. Maybe if Jeremy Corbyn became prime
minister then that would probably change, you’d have to take the piss out of him
from the right perhaps. I don’t know.
SG
That feels like a, not necessarily a down hearted ending, but perhaps the vision of a
Corbyn prime minister is not down hearted necessarily, but let’s finish up with my
current final favourite question. You can interpret this however you like. What
would you have written on your comedy gravestone?
MS
Oh God. I’ve not got to think of that already have I.
SG
Hahaha. I’m asking everyone, regardless of their age. Your final message.
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MS
I tell you what I’d hate, some po-faced-fucking-leftie writing some twaddle about “oh
blimey well he exposed something or other” oh that would just be absolutely awful.
That would be just fucking awful. I’d rather someone just goes “he made us laugh,
did some silly voices”. Anyone in this room, if you’re there after me and you spot on
my gravestone political comedian, you have my permission, in fact I’d say it’s your
duty, to get a chisel and knock out the political.
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9.1.5 Robin Ince
Comedian, broadcaster, science-aficionado and author of forthcoming
psychological memoir "I'm A Joke and So Are You", Robin Ince's ideas flow
through him like neutrinos. We discuss his constant state of "hypervigilant"
anxiety, improvisation and tangents, success and frustration. Once or twice he
even pauses for breath... @RobinInce / www.RobinInce.com / The Infinite Monkey
Cage Hear an extra 40 minutes of Robin Ince, as well as bonus material from the
likes of Dara O'Briain, James Acaster and more, PLUS a load of other interactive
comedy projects giving you more tailored direct advice on creating work...
19th June 2018
Categories: Alternative Comedy, Audiences, Barry Cryer, BBC, Comedy,
Depression, Edinburgh, Festival, Fringe, Interview, Isolation, Jimmy Carr, Jo
Brand, Josie Long, Mental Health, Persona, Podcasting, QI, Radio, Radio 4,
Reviews, Ricky Gervais, Sketch, Soho Theatre, Stage Persona, Stand Up, Stephen
Fry, Stephen Merchant, Steve Bennett, Stewart Lee, Structure, Success, The Stand,
Touring Comedian, TV, Twitter, Worth, Writing, Writing On Stage
RI – Robin Ince
SG – Stuart Goldsmith
SG
Let’s begin with hypervigilance. SO I am about 150 pages into the draft of your book.
I’m sorry that I didn’t finish it.
RI
Oh no. Do you know what I was not expecting you to read it. It was there partly
because I thought thank heavens I’ve finished it.
SG
It’s absolutely brilliant, I’ve been wetting the appetite… although saying that maybe
it all goes terribly wrong in the second half.
RI
Do you know what? It’s been one of the hardest things I have ever done. It was about
200,000 words the first draft because I love writing and hate editing. So I love just
going… it’s a very common standup thing isn’t it… it’s just there and then it’s gone.
And the trouble with a book is they go ‘uh yeah. This makes no sense’. ‘It does in my
mind!’
SG
It’s a really good book. I am often sent things by people who I am going to interview
and sometimes I read all of them and sometimes I read a bit of them and then go ‘I’ll
go back to that’. I will genuinely finish this. I think anyone listening to, not just this
podcast with you in it, but anyone who’s concerns are the concerns of my podcast is
absolutely going to love your book. Can you just describe what it is? It isn’t released
yet is it?
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RI
It’s coming out in October. The basic idea of it is… it started off when… originally the
whole of the introduction was about the night that Robin Williams… the
announcement of his death. I happened to be doing a gig with Eddie Pepitone,
Cheaper than Therapy. And it was comedians talking about how comedy might be
their therapy and normally was just doing a standup set. And said to the guys
running it ‘Eddie’s here why do we all go have a chat about it after’. And so both of us
did our sets and we came off at the interval and everyone’s phones went and it was
people in shock because it had just been announced that Robin Williams killed
himself. I made a little documentary for Radio 4. I get very frustrated when people
separate comedians as if we become very special things, not like other human
beings. And of course we… The book came from an original idea that comedians are
the same as everyone else just they are exaggerated human beings. We exaggerate
ourselves on stage. And sometimes off stage that means that the highs can be
exaggerated. I remember I was talking to Jo Brand, at times it’s like self-imposed Bipolar. I’d like to make it clear that in no-way do I mean it is similar to people who
genuinely suffer from it. But you sort of create this scenario where you’re on your
own for this whole day, and you’re in this weird town, and you’re very much inside
yourself and then you go out for two hours and go ‘Look! At! Me! Here are all the
things in my head!’ and then you go back to your hotel or your bed and breakfast and
suddenly you’re alone again. And I wanted to use that to, hopefully within it, as well
as explaining why we may become as we become, and how you use, I’m not sure if
you will have got to it yet as I can’t remember the order of chapters, about inner
voices. I’m fascinated by one of the things you can do as a comedian is, many of the
inner voices that may well be detrimental you can turn into something that you
express on stage.
SG
In the chapter I am reading now, you are talking about how you enjoy asking comics
to describe, to actually visualise, their inner voice. What an incredible… what an
interesting lens to look at the mind of a comedian. How do you see the you that talks
to you inside of you? How do you describe your inner voice?
RI
Well I’ve got lots, it’s an interesting thing when you realise that your inner voice
actually has no accent maybe only different personalities. That’s what I find
intriguing. You can hear an inner voice, but it is not the same as hearing from the
outside. So I have about three or four. I think. Onstage I’d stay there are moments
where you get properly lost in the moment of creativity. And I think that is one of the
reasons I love doing standup. Because it is all working, like the gig I did on Saturday
in Southampton. The night before I hadn’t been happy and that night I had been
erratic, I didn’t know what was coming next and for those two hours there was a
cacophony but there was also silence. If you see what I mean. I think as Eddie
Pepitone calls it, his ‘negative voices’. I normally have three voices, there is one that
is creative, once that it is judging, and also there is an editor who says, ‘don’t say
that’. So it’s a little, kind of, panel of muppets really.
SG
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I’m going to push you to visualise. What do they look like? Because I understand
those elements. But one of the most fascinating things is in that question you
challenge other comics with is, what do they visualise? I think it is Neil Edmond who
was talking about his is a bar outside of his house. I know from my own, I’ve done
gestalt psychotherapy, where it is ‘that one, that one and that one’. They have
identities and they have faces. What do yours actually look like? Or is it for you
simply a tone of voice, an attitude, rather than a visualisable thing
RI
The nearest I can say, is that, there is the incredible painter Walter Sickert, who was
for a while considered to be a possible Jack the Ripper, it’s the one who, oh I’ve
forgotten her name now, the crime writer who bought one of his paintings and cut it
all up. And there are these incredible paintings that are of the Bedford in fact, in
Balham, and various other areas where it’s like Victorian music hall paintings. And
they do seem to me to be like little, half-finished, faces in a painting. So it has,
almost has, the quality of a horror film where you look at what should be a still
painting and every now and then again you realise the paintings move. It’s that sort
of thing, they’re not in sharp focus but they’re popping up around the place. They’re
in a dull lit… [mock pretentiousness accent] ‘probably the work of Powell and
Pressburger, they’re all soaked with very red, very red. There is a lot of faded velvet
in there.’
SG
Okay. So let me think, by way of an introduction let me, there won’t be many people
listening to this who don’t know who you are, one of the things I wanted to preface
this interview with was that I always feel panicky when I don’t feel I have sufficiently
researched someone. You are impossible to do sufficient research on, because there
is so much Robin Ince out there. In so many different media, you have probably
been involved with… I first saw you in Book Club…
RI
Yeah that was good…
SG
… 12 or 13 years ago. Maybe before I was a comic, so maybe around that time. And I
asked on the Facebook group for this podcast ‘questions please, for Robin Ince’. It
had the most questions, a request like that has ever had. And a lot of them, some of
them, were excellent questions which we will get to. A lot of them were references to
in-joke upon in-joke, upon-in-joke. I just went ‘I don’t know what any of these things
mean’, because they formed this chrysalis of the internet communities idea of who
you are. Do you think you…
RI
Terryfing isn’t it. That’s the thing, I was talking with another comedian today. And
we were saying, what previously might have been, at the worst, an overheard
conversation when you’re sat in the toilet and two other blokes go to the urinal and
talk about how shit the previous act was, that is now this incredible magnified,
noticeboard and sometimes like a great big, you know, HB Lovecraft leather-bound
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book of individual hatred. You know. And of course positive things as well, but we’re
programmed to… the amount of things out there, the amount of possibilities of what
people might think we are doing are insane.
SG
This is perhaps how the conversation will function. I will try to juggle as many ideas
as possible. In the book, which we are just going to put in the parenthesis, is sort of a
study of what makes a comedian and it is also an exploration of certain ideas of
psychology in relation to what makes a comedian, it is also a sort of a memoir. You
talk about your hypervigilance; you talk about this editing voice. I don’t know if that
is the same as the editor voice, but your constant awareness of yourself. And that is
something I personally really identify with, perhaps many comedians will, but
something that particularly peaked my interest, was that you partially attribute
yours to PTSD, from a car accident you had when you were a child. You ask the
question; might that be the reason for your hypervigilance? I was involved in a car
accident when I was a child, my therapist believes that I might has some PTSD from
it, very small trauma, what we used to call trauma. He says, ‘what we used to call
trauma’. And as a result I also ask the question of myself, you know ‘Jesus, I wonder
if that is where my hypervigilance is coming from, or always worrying about how one
is being perceived, how things are being taken. There are some people I imagine,
who if they hear something outside, or they hear a bang, everyone will have
different reaction to it, I think you and me both, possibly from what I have read of
your book, I think we are of that type whose hypervigilance means that if we hear a
bang outside, we will immediately think something has gone catastrophically wrong,
was it my fault? Those sorts of things, that is our immediate reaction to something.
So with that all being the groundwork, is the fact of the online simulacra of you
exists in the minds of the people who are aware of your work, what is the
relationship between that and your hypervigilance? Like if people are reflecting back
to you, almost fulfilling the prophecy of you going ‘oh people! I’ve always got to
watch out for what I say’, people are actually watching out for what you say. What
the hell is all that about?
RI
That’s really interesting. How old were you when you were in the car accident?
SG
11
RI
That’s the sort of thing that I found fascinating when I started looking back at it and,
you know that thing, Life lived forward understood backwards, the further away you
get from an event… because I was writing the book, one of the editors said to me…
because I ended up needing two editors, because they went ‘oh my god! What have
you done to us!’ and you are allowed… you don’t just have to brush up on… the car
accident that I thought was my fault, my mum’s in a coma and blah blah blah blah
blah blah. And they went ‘no that is a big deal when you’re three years old’ or ’11
years old’, these are major events. And I was very worried in the process of writing it
that at no point did I want people going ‘oh sad me’ or anything. But I just wanted
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to… right I’m just talking about these things… because you look at the level of
suffering and you always feel a bit embarrassed. Especially when your… well maybe
not especially British people… but there is that thing where you go (mock
nonchalant) ‘oh well this thing happened, and it had a major effect on me , but rah
rah rah rah’. But I do think that… my sisters were… my other sister was in the crash
would have been 7 and my other sister would have been 10. And we all had very
different reactions to how… my 10 year old sister wasn’t in the crash… but
afterwards… and the way my dad managed what was going on… but yeah I do
think… the first reaction to the phone ringing at any time now, at any time, is ‘oh
dear, what’s happened?’. Even watching Nick Cage, or before Nick Cage, Courtney
Barnett, on Sunday. I was watching… beautiful… clouds in the background… and I
just briefly imagined what would happen If suddenly an Atom bomb was to go off.
And if I had seen Courtney Barnett eviscerated. And so all of those… you know… the
hearing of an ambulance anywhere near my son’s school.
SG
Yeah. ‘This is nice. Brackets, Dot dot dot.’
RI
The terrible fear that if you say, ‘I’m feeling very well’ then two days later, ‘you that
funny thing a few days ago Robin was saying he felt really well, but it just went
straight through his body and he was dead in six hours.’. I think some of that can
become amusingly dark pessimism. The relentlessness of the presumption… it
doesn’t seem like pessimistic, because you as a performer as well, have a tremendous
optimism in what you do. I think more and more in shows that I do I try to go… if
anything It’s two hours a day where I can go ‘isn’t it amazing that we can live in this
universe… isn’t it rare… rah rah rah rah rah’, and it allows you to create, from all the
negative things, perhaps you go this, the antimatter of that, also allows the matter of
going here for two hours is a very positive position. And that was part of what I was
trying to work out as well, which is, I do worry that for some people, I know, who
have had bad things happen in their life, that they end up still holding onto it, and
they… it becomes a definition… every time something bad happens of course it was
because of this… and sometimes, hopefully for some people anyway, a way in which
you can basically go ‘ah! I’m able to understand myself, but I’m able also not able to
entirely define myself by the negative incidents… so you can go ‘yeah I understand’.
It’s like that thing in a different way where people get worried about going ‘oh I
suppose I will have to feel guilt about that!’ and you sort of say ‘no. be aware.’.
Awareness doesn’t also mean you have to remain tied to it or guilty about it,
whatever it might mean. Does that make sense?
SG
Yes.
RI
But the hypervigilance I find fascinating. That bit of not been able to go anywhere
without constantly imagining, even though you are predominantly certain that all of
this is being utterly ignored by the passers-by. But that sensation goes onto ‘what
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does that person think? What does that person think? What does that person think?’
John Dowie… have you interviewed John Dowie?
SG
I haven’t. No. He’s approached me actually and he’s got a fascinating backstory. It’s
just a case of, a lot of the time I want to see someone’s material first, and when is the
time to do or read or see anything. I mean Wrong person to ask hahaha.
RI
Freewheeling John Dowie, his book is great, just the way he describes that moment
of, even as a man in his 60s, when you just see there is a bench of teenage girls and
you go ‘owawrhhh’, you know that fear is never got rid of, the fact that, and then one
of them laughs, but they may not be laughing at him, and they go (imitates teen girl)
‘have you seen the man with the bicycle over there?’. All of these things are ways of,
if we are fortunate we can go, there is some crazy way of using these. I don’t know if
it helps or not, the thing I have never really got to the bottom of, is it better to go
right, and this is what I imagine, this is part of the thing when I was reading a lot of
the articles about Robin Williams’, where they try and make out that it was standup
comedy that created this self-defining, you know, mythological death, which is in
another way, the fact that every single night he had the chance to go on it and go
‘look at me’, may have actually, and also I should make it very clear, there were
many things that were going on in his life, he was extremely ill and suffering from
something that created delusions and a tremendous amount of uncertainty, which is
something totally separate from his life as a standup comedian. But you know, I
sometime think, if anything, it’s strange how rare it is comedians actually kill
themselves. When you think of the fact that one of the things people hate most is
public speaking and public shame and every single one of us, you know, if anyone
has ever been on this podcast and has said they have never died on their ass they are
lying tremendously. You know, that moment of dying, and you go back and you’re in
a cheap hotel room, and you lie there and you go ‘arghhh’ and you feel desperate, but
then you get up the next day and you go to Peterborough. You know. And it
continues.
SG
Hahaha. I love that it is specifically Peterborough. Someone is listening to this in the
future going ‘that’s how the keep going!’. I think you were on the cusp of saying
about Robin Williams’ death. People love to, kind of, the word archetypalise,
probably isn’t a thing. To perceive an archetype, the sad clown is an obvious one.
The fact that he was who he was on stage killed him somehow or was part of this
tortuous existence. And at the same time, what happens with, hmm I don’t know,
this is a trite thing to say, perhaps comedians who go on to kill themselves, go on to
kill themselves a lot sooner if it were not for comedy, and the joy and the community
and those things. Who knows? So in regard to you, let’s go back to the beginning of
who you were in comedy. One of the things I know about your early life in comedy is
that you did a four-hander called rubbernecker.
RI
Yeah so actually that was quite a… that was about nine years in.
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SG
What year was that? Because I felt like I saw a poster for it. I’ve been going to
Edinburgh for 25 years.
RI
I think it would have been 2-000. Or 2001. The first series of the office was out, and
it was myself, Steve Merchant, and Ricky Gervais and Jimmy Carr. And there was a
lovely thing once, where about ten years ago, I think it was uncut magazine or word
magazine, had an article about Jimmy Carr and it had a publicity picture from
Rubbernecker and all four of us and it just said Jimmy Carr with Ricky Gervais and
Steve Merchant. And I thought ‘not even to be unknown’. To have such a sense of
invisibility in that. I remember feeling at the town fine about it, that’s when I started
to work out what I really wanted to do. Because Rubbernecker would have been…
the first thing I really did was So you think you’re funny in 1990 when I got second
place in that, and that was to Ronan Cameron, who was called Ronan Campbell, I
had people coming up to me that I had watched on tele, that I had watched on
Saturday night live, people like Kevin Day, going ‘ah you were great mate, you
should have one’ in some ways it maybe was a negative thing because I then feel that
really for the next eight years, I was thinking about that, walking here you know, it
took me a long time to actually work out what I wanted to do. I loved standup, I was
obsessed with standup from a very very early age. I loved comedy anyway because
you know, growing up Saturday night was, you know, it was the two Ronnie’s, it was
Dave Allen, It was all of those things and then there was Rick Mayall and then there
was Alexi Sale, and then it was like ‘yeah this is what I want to do’, and then I look
back and I think yeah that first 7, 7 or 8, years was kind of me doing comedy, kind of
being a standup, but not being myself doing standup.
SG
Yeah doing an impression of what you think a standup would do?
RI
Yeah, that looks like what a jokes meant to be. Yeah, I’ll do that. And then so when
Rubbernecker came along and Ricky was just about to become… the office was
getting its first series. The first series didn’t get high viewing figures, but when the
repeat was made, it was like suddenly at that moment it became enormous. And
Steve, Steve acts was one of my favourite things, did you ever see Steve Merchant’s
act?
SG
Not his 15 from then. I have seen him since.
RI
It was just this… he would come on and he’d go high status, straight away, he’s got
that great voice, the googly eyes, all of that stuff, and he was great, you could see how
great he was, and then it would start to fall apart, by the end he was furious, telling
everyone, ‘don’t tell anyone you’ve seen this!’ I’ll tell them you were lying. And then
he would just storm off the stage and then there would be like 5/6 seconds and then
he would storm back on saying ‘you can’t get out that way’ and walk straight
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through. I would watch it every night, it was beautiful play, 15/16 minutes of a
comedian falling apart, but at that point I really hated… I had gone off standup it
was a very weird thing where Ricky and Steve we had been doing a thing at the Hen
& Chicken’s in North London, just on Islington Corner, Highbury corner, Islington?
And we did a thing which was us mucking around, doing sketches. Jimmy would
MC. And then they went ‘oh, let’s just do a standup show’ and I was kind of live, I
don’t think I was doing TV writing and other things and I really felt that I had just
lost whatever I had to want to be a standup. And I can barely remember the standup
that I did in that show, and it was really really difficult. And then not long after that,
I then did a show in Edinburgh which people either really totally got, or really didn’t
get at all, you know where some nights you just stand there, where I would end up
just punching a melon with Vernon Kay’s face drawn on it and then I would sing
Mustang Sally. And then it was from that point onwards, for 14/15 years really,
which is just over half my career, then I started to work on what I actually wanted to
do. Up to Rubbernecker was on and off and I was a club comic doing various
different clubs, and I tried to do genres about two or three times, but just didn’t
really work out at all.
[Podcast information break]
I love it when people communicate with me after to say ‘who was that woman you
mentioned who did the work in polestars; Oh I just went to an art gallery, I haven’t
been to an art gallery for ten years but I saw your show about art and I thought I
should go’. All of those things…
SG
Yep. Nope. None of those things is why you presumably started comedy.
RI
No that’s the thing, I did it because I just loved it. You know that teenage obsession
where there is that sad, it’s not a sad moment because I still get tremendously
excited by things that are brilliant. When I watched Patty Smith, the first time I’ve
seen her do a music gig, and I’ve seen her do poetry before, spoken word, and I just
went ‘look at that! Look at that person! Who...’? I don’t know what age she is now,
seventies whatever, she means it. And that now is the thing I think, there was a
certain point where the most important thing for me in an artist, in anyone actually,
do they mean it? And I find so much of mass media, so much of political
commentary, so many things where I go ‘just doing things to rile people, just doing
that needely bit, that lack of passion, and empathy, and some of those things’, and
when I watch someone and if I think ‘that’s a good act, it’s an act’ that doesn’t mean
that I can’t enjoy all… because it doesn’t have to be about… when I was on about Tim
Vine whose great and sometimes I think at one in the morning, ‘I’ve finished my gig,
sitting in a hotel room, I’ve read all my… how should I end my day?’ I’ll go onto
YouTube and I’m going to watch Tim Vine’ and you know… that kind of comedy…
and also Tim, Tim means it. He is the beauty of the ridiculousness… I can’t
remember what it is called, Geography Hippo or something.
SG
Is it Cartography Hippo?
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RI
Flag Hippo!
SG
Flag Hippo!
RI
Flag Hippo! All of those things and they are beautiful.
SG
For all the people who have not listened to every episode and not heard the
numerous times we talk about ‘pen behind the ear’, do yourself a favour and go on
YouTube and look up Pen behind the ear by Tim Vine. I’m not going to say anymore.
So given that that is not what you set out to do, it is absolutely what you relish now,
you still have the bones of a club comic who still wants to getting to the laugh, which
you smile at that, are you proud of that? You deserve to be proud of that.
RI
I want it to be, well now that I am in that terrifying thing of I’ve got to write two
Edinburgh shows and find all the information and what I want to talk about, but I
can’t find the jokes yet.
SG
So that’s where you are at the moment, this is coming up now? Two shows?
RI
One all about my love of horror because when I was eight years old I started getting
into horror and I think that will partly be about the car crash I was in, and partly the
story about Christopher Lee, and that one I am not relaxed about but I reckon I will
be able to turn it into something, and a show about the nature of time from the
perspective of philosophy and physics. And also about quantum behaviour and also
about the big bang. I’ve got about twelve thousand words in a document of notes and
I look at it and go ‘there’s about 15 minutes there so far’.
SG
And those minutes are explaining rather that doing gags?
RI
No, Because I’ve started doing bits of poetry as well, because I found it… when I took
a break from stand up and came back I thought I should do things I haven’t done
before and I thought I’ll try and write some poems or something that changed…
because I’m very erratic, when I start talking, blah blah blah blah, which I think is
why Sophie Scott, who did the Royal Institution Christmas, she gave me a magnetic
pulse to the side of the brain which stopped me from being able to talk, it affects the
motor region. I think I was considered to be the hardest person… I did the
Jabberwocky… I was there, in front of a bunch of school children… ‘Twas brillig, and
the slithy toves blergh blergh blergh’. It was amazing.
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SG
She invented an anti-Robin Ince machine. That sounds like an X-man.
RI
If you have a powerful magnet and you ‘Wembley shut up!’ all you need is place it on
the left-hand side of my head.
SG
Straight out of the X-Men, where comedians are set loose and someone has
developed the technology to lock them down.
RI
Heckled by Magneto the other day. Couldn’t get a word out blergh blergh blergh. So
yeah the poetry was a way of playing with language, because one of the shows I did
last year in Edinburgh, because I didn’t have enough time to do that many previews,
I actually wrote it, first wrote it, first time in twenty five years and wrote a ten
thousand word script. And obviously once I started performing it, it all loosened up.
But I think that is why that show, I did two shows last year, one which was a standup
and one which was a comedy show about art and the comedy show was about art
because it was looser, the other one because it had started as a written piece I think
it took me, especially when I started touring, almost all of that show is gone. Only
ten minutes out of two hours is from that show.
SG
If you write it all down longhand, then you are doubling up on work aren’t you.
Because you’re making it fit the page and then you’ve got to make it come off the
page. I only write now, only in the last few years, I write exclusively on index cards,
like an idea, then I’ll do it on stage and listen back to it and go ‘okay that is
somewhere it went, so I’ll write a reminder about one of the things’
RI
It’s a bit hipster, but I’ve got over 2,000 postcards at home with my last ten years
Edinburgh shows. I’ll start the show ‘oh look they’ve done another collection of
Penguin covers as postcards’, so I’ll buy two lots of those and every single night, in
my bag I’ve got a bunch of postcards of, I think, it’s furniture design. Classics that
I’ve bought from some bookshop and I’ve started to have that process. It’s a good
way of doing it in one way, I think it is half and half, sometimes I think I have an
idea merely because I’ve written 12 words on a post card and you go, every single
night you go and said the 12 words “yes I really like it”
SG
I can think of specific cards which I am having that problem with right now. But it is
so much better than a written document with no ideas in it. So at least you are closer
to thing itself. I like to buy packs of index cards, and I like the packs of multicoloured
index cards. I think, I’m realising now, that it makes me think there is some form of
methods to it, there isn’t. its random what colour they are on, but I like the audience
might go, “ooh this is a yellow card”
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RI
And it is physicalising your mind as well, it’s going “there is some of my mind in that
box there” and I can retrieve that when necessary.
SG
Is this where you are at the moment now, we are recording this in June, we are
recording this in early June, is this where you would expect to be pre-Edinburgh,
given it is August for those who don’t know the Edinburgh, is the whole month of
August and I always have to remind myself that there are people who might not
know that. And that is the deadline for most comics working in the UK for the new
thing to be ready. So two months to go, is this normally where you would be?
RI
If now I look back and I go, normally by now I have almost a working show and then
if I really scrutinise my memory… even the one I did about art last year, I remember
the first preview I did, I remember coming off going, “I don’t have a show”, then by
the second preview it just all clicked in. So I do walk up every single morning and the
first thought “Oh hell, I’m really… have I got enough… I haven’t worked it out…” and
I’m relying on the fact for the last ten years my shows have been… a lot of it comes
from performing it and busking it and saying here’s a bunch of ideas. I was very
relieved to see Dainel Kitzen… we were out in Oslo and Josie Long as well. We were
doing a lovely festival out there, I don’t know if you’ve done it, the Crack comedy
festival, it’s done by the Norwegians of comedy who are very funny. They’re great.
And Dan went on, first time, an afternoon slot where it was totally the first time he’d
ever said these things and you could see that he didn’t quite have… if my brain does
not immediately turn to fire at the point of me standing on the stage, I’m lost. And
he didn’t quite have it. And there was a lovely moment where afterwards in the
evening he came to see the show that Joise and Me were doing and this guy just
stopped him in the corridor and went “I saw your show this afternoon and I have to
say not so good” and Daniel burst out laughing, because he just that what… this
guy… and the guy thought “maybe he thinks I’m joking” and the guy goes “no, no,
no. Not so good.” And it was a great moment to see someone who is considered to be
one of the great… even he starts off by going “ergh here’s just a bag of ideas”. And I
think it is a very exciting thing to do and ever time, you know this, every time that a
show has truly come together you can never remember that every single one of
those ideas was awful. Every single one you had a point where you were standing
there maybe you got it wrong on the first night but the second night is different
because you have the adrenaline, that fascinating thing where when you first do an
idea on stage sometimes some of your own [Imitates fear] and you’re making it up
and the audience are carried along they don’t realise that there’s something going
on, there is some kind of alchemy there. The second night you kind of know and it
has died. “But yesterday! The words were…” and then it continues 5,6,7, 10. I mean
one of the worst bits of advice that I was given and various comics will say this is “if
an idea doesn’t work, I think its 5 times, it’s not a good idea” and I think that is
rubbish. If a joke doesn’t work 5 times it’s never going to work, and you go no, no,
no, no, there are so many variables involved, there are so many possibilities that it
doesn’t mean… I found there was a joke when I did a tour about evolution and there
was this thing I had about the fruit of science. Was it the apple of the banana? I had
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this whole thing that mixed up scientific ideas. And I did it six nights in a row and it
different clubs in London, trying to work it out, and it never worked, it was a just a
moment where the audience went “oh no hmm” and then the moment I started
doing it on tour it was one of the best moments of the show. But it just took the
correct framing, the correct environment and then once I removed it from the show,
I was actually able to do it in standup, in benefit gigs and standup nights, so it wasn’t
the fact it had to be in the show, yeah it was fine.
SG
The most frustrating thing after Edinburgh is where you have to do a bit of your
Edinburgh show in a club and instinctively you make all the editing decisions you
should have made on day 1 of Edinburgh. All the scaffolding falls away, “oh that’s the
idea! Turns out that 5 minutes was a one liner”
RI
That a very interesting thing. Where once you’ve come up with a punchline. Your
brain, it’s much harder… there’s a book by a guy called Leonard Bogdonoff that talks
about this issue in terms of creativity and technology and many other things… which
is once you have a solution it’s much harder to find an alternative solution. I had this
routine at the end of one of my shows which I used to love performing. It’s about
having gone to see a blockbuster film and seeing all the people leaving afterwards
and going “It’s alright that. Yeah” and I was getting angry, getting really angry about
it and I was doing this whole bit about you know “I want to see something that is like
having Heroin directly injected into your eyes, like William Blake sitting up a tree
with some angels signing tank park salute by Billy Bragg and Aldous Huxley sitting
talking to it… all this thing… this whole thing and then on the final night that I did it,
the last gig that I was ever going to do it, I found the punchline that I required all the
time which was this huge thing, the punchline doesn’t work out of context, and it
just required the line “blah blah blah… three stars”. And it came to me on the final
night and there it was all the time. It had a punch line, but it had an extra punchline
and my brain wouldn’t show it to me.
SG
So that idea… that three stars, it throws a whole new light on that routine it was an
excellent routine and it was really interesting because… is that available anywhere
that routine… can anyone…
RI
Yeah, Go Faster Stripe, It was when I made it like my last ever show as I had decided
to stop doing standup for a while and I knew full well that it was the last ever show…
there was a little bit of me that genuinely imagined that when I stopped doing
standup for a while…
SG
I remember reading your blog as you were going “this is it, I have made the decision”
RI
Yeah it was really weird. I was out in Brisbane and I talk about it a bit in the show
where my wife rang me up and was really panicked and worried about it and then I
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realised her real panic was “Oh my god he’s going to be around the house the whole
time”, but it was a really interesting period of time. People went “there is no way you
will be able to do it, there is no way” and actually I did the odd benefit bit and
occasionally festival gigs but compared to normally I would be doing five to seven
gigs a week, compared to that it was three or four a month and I didn’t feel a
tremendous sense of loss and I think that was possibly because I had done so much
that… I didn’t feel that it required redefining who I was… it was a bit like Edinburgh
some years… one year I did four shows a day and then I did other people’s shows
when they asked me as well, sometimes I was doing six/seven shows a day. When
someone said “oh my god. You’re only doing a half run next year” and I went “I did
135 shows this year, I think I’m allowed to do a half-run” you know that bit when you
go… I think I talk about it in the book, I don’t know if it was cut out, because it was
so long ago, the strange thing when you look back when you’re going through some
kind of greyness, the grey dog, not the black dog of full depression, but that moment
where you become detached, that moment where drive starts to dwindle. The
difficulty I had in the tour that I did three years ago, leaving the house was an
absolute nightmare, I just had no… and I felt sad… apart from the time I was on
stage which was fine. That was the only time, and that was when I realised there was
something that was going wrong, that moment when you go “Right. So I am fine
when I am onstage, fine for about half an hour afterwards when I have a chat in the
bar with the audience and then it goes erghhh again. I was out in Australia, so I was
a long way… I always find Australia quite hard because I’ve never gone out there and
done the festivals. Quite often I’m on my own or sometimes touring with Brian Cox
or whatever. And it really hit me hard in Australia. And I had a year where
everything was what 15 year old me would have gone, this is incredible, you know,
and instead I was going “none of this is making me happy, I’m fine when I am on
stage but the moment that I am fully conscious, not performer conscious…”
SG
And that was to do with being away from your family?
RI
I think it was many things. Ego comes into it doesn’t it. You watch other people’s
success and you think… I was doing a gig, Atilla the stockbroker, I was a gig with the
great punk poet Atilla the Stockbroker at Glastonbury on Saturday. I kept seeing
your tweets that you were having trouble selling tickets in Bridgewater. I then
thought “ahhh. Hang on a minute I’ve made my whole life and he’s been doing punk
poetry forty years” he said, “I’ve been playing to 150 and 50 people the whole of my
life and I sit down, I’m in a pub and a get a chance for four minutes enough.” And It
was a reminder because sometimes I think well, I’ve done an arena tour with Brian
Cox and doing another one, that’s ten thousand people a night, and the send you
lovely feedback and then when you go play the art centre and some of the art centres
you haven’t quite sold out, some of them like Bridgewater not a big seller, and you
feel like “ah god, is this it. Is this the only… are you only up for me when Brian is
there? And I think I’ve just now come out of that bit of the communication that you
are having with a smaller number of people is perhaps more potent and more
important, and I think I’ve just got out of it. But it wasn’t nearly as bad, I’ve had lots
of fun doing this tour, whilst balance everything else like finish books and do all
those sorts of things. But that time it was just something hit me. Like the Australia
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solo tour was lovely and I was having a nice time but the head was in this space of
just Ergh. “You’ve been doing this for 27 years and rationally you look at it and go,
this is a better life. Look at all the things. You’re staying in a nice hotel, someone’s
making sure you get to the airport. It’s all lovely.” And I think if I hadn’t taken that
break, I think that would have been very bad for me.
SG
Just exhaustion?
RI
I think that was part of what it was, it was a mixture of exhaustion and ego and a
toxic narcissism. And then the break was good it worked out, in what is a bizarre way
what I am going to say now, it worked out well because it turned out I was, when I
stopped working my mum got ill and my mum died, and I was around and I was able
to do these things and I was able to do. And part pretty much every weekend I would
go off with my son because my wife was doing a course and we’d go off and we’d
have adventures. Part of the thing before when I was talking before about the change
in standup, I still think one of the major changes, and I don’t know if you’ve
experienced this, there is a certain point when you have a child in a really positive
way it can reopen lots of stuff and creativity. Some people seem to think it is the
death of creativity, but it allows you to go ‘hang on a minute. Why am I doing that
piece of shit when I should be doing this?’
SG
A whole different perspective. A whole different perspective on life and comedy on
what’s worthwhile. When I first sat down to write after, the first time I sat in the café
that I write in, the first time after the birth of my son, which was months later, I put
some snide comment on Facebook ‘oh I’m really looking forward to some of this
extra focus you apparently get’ and I did. I got it. Because I was like I’ve got 90
minutes now and that is all I am getting. Got to not look at fucking Facebook and
work, not to mention the huge life perspective, where do you sit on the wheel of
time. You are like “I have a child now”, all of that stuff absolutely. There will be a lot
of people who are parents and creative people who are listening to this who have
been through that exact same thing who are going “oh shit this is over now and
hopefully I’ll see it flourish in a different sort of thing”.
RI
It’s also interesting a load of things you’re no longer afraid of expressing on stage. A
few years ago I stopped getting worried… if I worked with people and I really admire
their work, I think ‘fucking tell them. Tell them’ and there are so many people,
sometimes its scientists, sometimes its writers, lots of different groups, and I’m like
‘I love your work, will you sign a copy of the book’ no embarrassment. Even friends
of mine, people who are friends. It might not be that, it might be age, it might be
many different things, that thing of, if you love someone’s work, if you appreciate
something they’ve done, don’t be scared. Because it’s so easy to be snippy and
cynical and sarcastic. I remember an old Robin Williams routine, I think it was live
at the Met, ends with him being father and child, and he becomes the child and he
puts his hand up, and he holds the fathers hand and walks off. I think as an 18-yearold I thought “oh, not really sure about that” and now I think, one of my shows ends
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with me reciting Oh the places you will go. “Congratulations. Today is your day.
You're off to Great Places! You're off and away! You have brains in your head. You
have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself any direction you choose. You're on
your own. And you know what you know. And YOU are the guy who'll decide where
to go.” And that bit and uh I think sometimes you can go, “no this is fine, it’s short”
the amount of negativity that can be tapped into now, the easy accessibility of those
who heckle you long after you have left the stage, via social media, whatever.
SG
And also the classic problem of our age which is that on social media, you constantly,
certainly for artists, you constantly see the resonating successes of all your peers
because you are getting their mediated social media presence which they are needing
to do to sell tickets and you’re in the position of “oh I’m not selling particularly well
on a particular tour or a particular venue” whilst people are constantly blaring their
achievements in a way that you yourself do because you have to shift tickets.
RI
Yeah I deliberately wrote, I got quite a snotty review, from chortle from my evening
standup show in Edinburgh show last year, and he might have been right I don’t
know, it was an odd room and maybe the show wasn’t particularly good that night. I
don’t know, maybe some of the things he wanted me to address I didn’t address on
that particular night, but I wrote about that review because I saw how many people
were so bombarded by four or five star reviews and I thought I’m just going to write
about that because there are so many people who at the moment are just going “oh
Jesus Christ, oh god, I’m not getting those reviews”, so I just thought just be honest,
“I got this and it hit me for a moment” and do you know what was annoying, I don’t
look at reviews, I avoid reviews, the only reason I saw it was that I knew Michael
Legge had a really good review and I wanted to find the web address of that so that I
could plug Michael’s show, so in a moment of dumbfounded and stupid altruism I’m
finding my shitty review! All because of Michael Legge! But yeah sometimes, without
becoming a self-congratulatory negativity, that moment… because we look at other
people… because you find out that a comic who you always thought was the most
confident comic in the world and suddenly twenty years working with him you find
out that they’ve been terrified… there’s a great thing… Phillipa Perry… who lives not
far from here who’s a psychotherapist, and I interviewed her in the book and she
said, I find her a very interesting person and she writes very well. She said that part
of the problem we have as human beings is that we judge everyone else from their
outside and we judge ourselves from the inside. So when you’re at a party, wherever
you are, you are hearing you go “oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” you’re seeing
that woman or that man across the room and going look at them, look at the
Hutzpah look at the joie de vivre, and then you think “hang on a minute, I’m not
standing here screaming, I appear to be chatting and having fun and doing some
voices and telling some stories, and show business, so everyone in this room might
actually be going “argh argh”. But that moment of, some of the standup I am doing
at the moment, there is a bit in the current show where I met a woman out in
Adelaide who told me one night to do a bit about suicide her daughter had killed
herself and so when I came back, this is just before I stopped doing standup and
when I came back, I thought I’ve got to write something about this, and it’s a really
interesting thing when I start to talk to people that I know who have reached that
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point in their life and then survived it, and people who have lost it, and that moment
you go, and I think some of the stuff I like talking about on stage are the bits where I
am allowed to be a fucking freak, I’m allowed, this is what I do, you know I talk
about the fact that I get a lot of people who get a weird idea, “oh I better keep that
one in” because if I say that in the office people are going to go “what the fuck!” but
in standup, you get a weird idea and you go “fucking hell that’s a weird idea, I
wonder if that will work as a good ten” and you can do that. That moment of being
able to, one of my favourite things was talking about impulsive thoughts the fact that
when you get a sense you are holding a baby and you imagine throwing the baby
down the stairs and I would talk about the fact that that is not a desire, it is basically
a public information from your brain, moments of jeopardy it goes “remember
you’re holding a baby, don’t throw it down the stairs” and the number of people who
would come up to me afterwards and go “oh god I really genuinely wanted to…” you
don’t have to play this role I am not saying standup… but for certain times you can
be the person that says that really fucked thought that you would never tell anyone,
[whispers] it’s fine. It’s bubbling in all of us. Still my favourite moment was when
someone went up to me and went “I’m a bit annoyed, I came to your gig and I always
presumed I was a bit weird and now in your audience watching your thing it turns
out we’re all fucking weird, so I am normal.” I think there is that genuine… there is
that moment of we are all looking for a use aren’t we, we go, ah that’s good, the joke
worked and its useful turns out it was pragmatic as well.
SG
Peter Richardson says “I’ve noticed in his blogs he doesn’t seem to believe in himself
as a performer despite being objectively pretty successful. Brackets. I think he is
phenomenal obviously.” So the question is, what are your thoughts on your lack of
self-confidence off stage.
RI
The thing about imposter syndrome is I do find very often, especially at benefit gigs,
I look around and go “real comic, real comic, real comic”.
SG
What is real comic though compared to what you are?
RI
I know it’s stupid. Its again the outside and inside thing isn’t it. And I do still, I see
myself as being this lucky amateur. But it is what I do. I know that logically my
frontal lobes arguing with some shitty little lizard brain are going “look, you make a
living from this, you’ve been making a living from this your whole adult life, people
turn up just to see you and you make them laugh” but it is that thing isn’t it when
you get that… the night that they don’t laugh is the night that the truth was seen.
And the 270 nights, I don’t in anyway think I am a critical darling, it’s not a
problem, but it is an interesting thing, where you, it’s not as bad as it was. I just have
to go “you do what you do” and I should shut it up because it is so self-regarding as
well that’s what annoys me. Just stop. It’s tedious and boring and pointless. And so
all I need to think about is have you delivered what you wanted to deliver? Has
delivering that meant that some of those people, hopefully most people, have left
and gone “that was fun”, It is just an imposter syndrome that starts from a very early
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age. It is all the advantages, all the outside advantages that make us what we are. It’s
like Stephen Fry, sometimes I think Stephen Fry is the last person who is doing what
he does and yet it is because he’s that which is why he must do what he does. That
bit where you go “ah Stephen everything you’ve been through and yet you say yes to
everything” all of these different jobs and every barb goes straight in there. But it is
about getting that balance right. It’s a lot more balanced now than it was two and a
half weeks ago.
SG
A solution someone offered me for Imposter Syndrome is to recognise it is
happening again, to smile and congratulate yourself that you have recognised it and
then, if all else fails, remember your values, and think to yourself, I may not be the
funniest person on this bill but I do love comedy. Do you know what I mean? I’m
valid. I’ve got a right to be here because I’ve got a love of the thing itself. I don’t need
to be the funniest person in the room. I would also add personally, plenty of people
who are critical darlings can’t get an audience. We know as touring acts, that there
are plenty of people who have phenomenal reviews, but it is not the same as…
pulling power. Being actually able to perform to people. So anyway. Can you do an
impression of Michael Legge?
RI
I can’t do Michael actually its really… what I can do is when Michael has said to me…
I’ve said Michael let’s do a Vitriola podcast on Tuesday and he’s said yes, then I ring
him up and go “where are we meeting tonight” and he goes “oh the blue post” and I
go ready to do Vitriola Music and he goes “no” and I turn up and I go “Michael..” and
he immediately goes “no. no. no. no. no. no. that’s not what we said. No. no.” and he
turns into this… and I go “yes you did” and he goes “no. no. no. No you did not. No
you did not.” I can’t do the voice I can only do the aggression.
SG
That was a pretty horrifyingly accurate turn into…
RI
Don Logan. Yeah I can turn him into Don Logan. One of the things I miss most is
one of the routines that I got rid of very early on in the tour. My favourite bit is
talking about once my agent rang me up and all I said back to her when I turned
down a job with Katie Hopkins was doing Don Logan going “no no no no no no. No
way. No fucking way.” Oh god I love doing that.
SG
That was a question from Christian Thompson. The next one is from Michael, “is
Ricky Gervais more annoying than Brian Cox’s good looks?”
RI
That’s difficult because I don’t… See Brian I feel has something of the android about
him… and it’s hard to because Ricky is not too… now he has entered that middle age
stage, he will still get overly excited and make weird noises at me, but he hasn’t got

Page 169 of 234
the energy to keep it up. So Brian whereas looks have not faded. Ricky’s energy to
annoy is at a lower ebb.
SG
Oooh I wish everyone listening to this could see the smile in your eyes
RI
I tell you that was the joy of him becoming famous. The joy of him becoming famous
was sometimes we were walking down the street and he would start to do something
to annoy me and someone would go “oi mate! Oi mate! Do the dance!” “fuck get out
of here. Get out of here. Get out of here”
SG
At which point you cuff him to the lamppost and scarper. Well David Duncan asks,
start of my career at the Fringe, upstairs at the Café Royal, could you tell who would
make it as comics and who wouldn’t? What are your instincts at the time for like
“they’re going places?”
RI
Do you know what? This is what is odd. Go back 20 years and one comic a year
would get to the next stage of being a theatre act, its only really in the last 12 years
that suddenly there is this huge wave of people becoming area acts. So I was never a
good judge who would last on the circuit because there were certain acts who used to
think they’re not very good and suddenly they become on the circuit the whole time.
There are lots of people who I really love watching. Josie I think is of course critically
revered, but Josie I don’t think has had the proper opportunity. She does this
wonderful show on Radio 4 and stuff which is Shortcuts. She’s someone when we
talk about critical darlings, that strange mix of because she is properly idiosyncratic
in what she does she can’t be boxed for immediate.. and you know there… actually I
want to mention people who I want to be much better.. Joanna Leary I have worked
with on many occasions and she is one of those people who instinctually, I believe
that anyone in television and anyone in radio would go “oh my god! What can we do
with her! She’s so fantastic” and the fact that hasn’t happened, my judgment of
people who are brilliant, I think is excellent, my judgement of what people in the
media think is brilliant is very poor. So Jo is someone I think should really have her
own show and again its joyous you know when you watch someone… I remember the
first-time watching John Hegley and going “ah it doesn’t even matter about the
words. The words are of course magnificent but there is something just so beautiful
and funny about… I think I don’t think in that way. I don’t imagine who’s going to…
Once I just love something, I hope that they have a huge amount of success but yeah
in terms of talent scouting…
RI
John Hegley is a huge… I am a huge fan of John Hegley and I used to be as a kid,
really discovering John Hegley and being so excited about him. I still do every now
and then when I am on a benefit with John, I can rarely resit doing “Eddie don’t go”
SG
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Yes “Eddie don’t go for sofas”
RI
“for sofas of settees. Or those little tables that you have to buy in threes. The closest
thing Eddie’s got to an article of furniture’s a cheeseboard. Eddie doesn’t bolster the
upholstery biz there’s a lot of furniture in the world but none of it is Eddies” but I
remember watching him on an Edinburgh Fringe you know the ones that would be
filmed in some dank little room, it must have been about 1987 and John does that
lovely bit where he will go, “just to wind up the audience now so this is section b and
you sir are section C” and he will do that whole bit where he goes “Eddie don’t like
buying.. and you go nah nah nah and eddie don’t like furniture and you go nah nah
nah nah” and then he would go “and you sir go, mmmingggmmminggningnignning”
and he did this huge bit and then he would go straight down the barrel of the camera
and go “and why don’t you try this at home.” And just the way he did was a, I
remember watching him once where someone arrived late for his show, it was at the
assembly rooms in Edinburgh, it must have been about 1989/90 and they just
walked in and he said nothing, just silent and just watched them walk all the way to
the seat and just went “late!” that Teacherly quality.
SG
Having inaccurately joined in with that Rhyme I have to point out “He once got in a
rowing boat, they offered him a seat; It was just a strip of timber, but it wasn't up
his street. He stood himself up in the boat and made himself feel steady, then he
threw the plank onto the bank and said ‘Furniture? No thank you’”. I suddenly felt
like a terribly bad fan because I joined in wrong. Oh dear. He’s absolutely wonderful.
Ah right. This next one is from Phil Mins with absolutely no apologies about being a
terribly wordy “at the moment there is a lot of talk floating around the internet about
how the sceptical community/online atheists/new atheists has begun to be co-opted
by the right who try to frame feminism and social justice as irrational or just
emotional. Has Robin noticed any backlash in his comedy and scepticism circles
around the recent rise in awareness for want of a better term of social issues and if
so does he think comedy can express sufficient ways to address it?
RI
Over the years, recently in particular, I’ve not become distant from scepticism, but I
am always worried about organised… there was a few years ago where I started to
get worried about some of the conferences I was asked to go to.
SG
Worried how?
RI
Well I found some of the issues being talked about, some of the ways religion was
being talked about, I’m not… atheism in an odd way it defines me very littley.
SG
It used to be more. It used to be kind of your brand in a weird way.
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RI
I think that is because I did Nine lessons and carols for Godless people which came
out of arguing with Stephen Green from Christian voice so I decided to do a
Christmas show, the angle was It was, you know, why do people with belief have all
the fun, we’re going to have fun without it. But very quickly people from… religious
people turned up and… I had a little break from it and it’s coming back and now
they’re calling it Nine Lessons and Carols for Curious People, because it came out of
a joke from a long time ago and in fact even this year when we brought it back after a
few years and I came out at the beginning and I said “I just want to explain the title,
it doesn’t matter if you believe in a god, I don’t care about it, It’s literally… all I care
about is whatever you believe” I can’t remember the exact words I believe, but the
main things I care about are kindness and decency towards human beings and said
“as we know there are a lot of atheists as well who having no god doesn’t stop you
being an arsehole” in a way that’s the bit that made me a bit depressed. The whole
audience were with that. I think the bit that makes me a bit depressed is sometimes I
do see some of the brutishness which is meant to be coming from this enlightenment
and you think “oh my god’, I understand have fallen into a trap of believing that an
angry deity is going to destroy them unless they are cruel to those considered to be
the outsiders but when you haven’t even got a god to make you an arsehole and you
voluntarily of your own free will, should free will exist… It was interesting I was
meant to be doing a conference in Australia that just had a really interesting bill and
it was for an atheist group and I thought quite early on, I don’t think this is going to
happen. Something interesting in atheism happened about 12 years ago, it must
have been when people went “oh you don’t believe in god, I don’t believe in god, we
must have loads in common” and then over the ensuing ten years people have gone
“ahhh yeah the deity issue…” I’m friends with people who are, you know,
professionals in the world of faith, and I have lovely conversations with them people
who are vicars and bishops, all manner of things. I mean even at the time I had some
jokes about religion, but I always tried to be very specific, I never try to go, anyone
who believes in a god does so because they want an afterlife, doesn’t know the
complexity of it. There is a friend of mine who is high up in the church, but he
believes in all the science excreta. He’s fine with the big bang theory and
evolutionary biology. And I think it is an interesting thing to know that god and
those beliefs sit in a different part of the head for some people. Not for everyone. I
remember talking to Richard Dawkins one time and saying the problem with just
anti-religion doesn’t mean very much, anti-dogmatism. Dogma, whether it is
Stalinism or whether is it extremist evangelical Christianity. Whatever it might be,
That’s the bit, the extremism is the battle. And the idea that we should go “oh god’s
left, there is no god, it’s fine” you won’t get everyone going, there’s no god all I can
do is care and be kind. Because we are drawn towards dogmatism. There was this
thing where a feminist, Clementine Ford, who is an Australian feminist who has
written a book called Fighting like a girl, and when she was announced on this
conference I started getting things from Men’s’ rights activists saying “you do know
she says things like kill all men.” And I went I’ve kind of checked on this, it’s very
meant in a kind of jokey way, and within the power structure of society we can kind
of see how this joke works. “nah nah nah. It say’s kill all men, I can’t believe you’re
going to share a stage with her” and I don’t have an issue with her and at that point,
seeing things like this are not going to get enough people coming to this conference
anymore, because ten years ago they would have got them, but now they go now
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everyone’s fragmented and it turns out, those other ideologies… I tried to explain it
some people, “if she does mean kill all men, she’s being very lazy, she hasn’t killed
her husband, she hasn’t killed her son, and should when I walk on stage she
immediately kill me you can go ‘warned him’”. I think in the end I try and distance
myself as much as possible from things that can end up being dogmatic. And I would
like to have as many open conversations with as many different people as possible.
SG
What strikes me there is the fact that you bothered to reply. You were prepared to
have a conversation with that person.
RI
It’s hard sometimes, because with flat earthers and moon hoaxsters, I try to
understand when they get in contact because there is no point in arguing because
they have already not decided to believe in evidence and they don’t believe in human
beings in space, but I am interested in knowing why people believe in what they
believe, but there comes a point where I am about to tell them to fuck off. I have to
just stop. I have not always managed to stop at that moment, there is a point where
your brain goes “I just can’t understand how you can’t believe that people weren’t on
the moon and you can’t Tim Peake and Chris Hadderfield have been into space.” All
of those things.
SG
How’s this for a wrap up, I now have to tell you to fuck off because we have run out
of time. Two quick questions, what would you have written on your comedy
gravestone?
RI
See even now I wonder when it gets to the comedy cemetery, I wonder if there will
be people saying I don’t think he can go it. The imposter syndrome would within my
zombie mind.
SG
Final question. Are you happy?
RI
I think so but as Max Hall said happy is a transient thing, am I content, overall I am,
did I wake up this morning and feel quite miserable taking an hour in trying what I
set out to achieve, yes, am I happy now sitting opposite you yes, was I happy when I
was in the Oxfam bookshop two hours ago and found a book that I really want to
read, yes. And there might be a moment when I am sitting on a train on the way back
and I go “Jesus Christ what was I talking about with Stewart Goldsmith I imagine
there will be now loads of people on the internet saying what an arsehole and why
did you have him on” and then I’ll be reading tales from the crypt with my son later
tonight, he’s really into those comics at the moment, and I’ll be happy again. Then I
will go to sleep and I might be worried.
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9.1.6 Romesh Ranganathan
Accelerating through the comedy industry with dizzying speed, BAFTA-nominated
Romesh nonetheless has a quiet authority reminiscent of your favourite teacher.
We explore his fearlessness, the support of his family, and his exceptionally lean
writing, as well as investigating the danger of becoming a representative. Of
grumpy pricks… (Goldsmith, 2018)
April 21st 2016 (Live at Soho Theatre)
Categories: Bobby Mair, Carl Donnelly, Edinburgh, Fear, First Open Spot,
Interview, Lenny Henry, Live, Live At The Apollo, London, Michael McIntyre,
Money, Provocateur, Quality Control, Radio 4, Ranga the Lazy Eyed Assassin,
Rob Beckett, Seann Walsh, Stage Persona, Stand Up, Structure, Success,
Touring Comedian, Writing On Stage.
http://www.comedianscomedian.com/165-romesh-ranganathan-live-at-sohotheatre
RR – Romesh Ranganathan
SG – Stewart Goldsmith
SG
Thanks coming Romesh
RR
thanks for having me very excited
SG
let's start with the very first thing we have had interesting conversation backstage
and repeatedly…
RR
Oh he is such a prick isn’t he, but we can't tell you who we're talking about
SG
what a wanker. so let us start with the very first thing that you said when you came
on stage you said great to be here and everyone laugh This is the Romesh
Ranganathan stock in trade. Being professionally unimpressed with things. I didn’t
realise until I saw Asian provocateur, how much I wanted to watch you, wonder
around paradise being unimpressed with it. Let’s talk about that thing you bring to
the stage, more so than a great many other comedians, which is a combination, of
sort of authorial disappointment.
RR
Yeah. It’s not a thing I am consciously doing, it’s just how I am I guess. I suppose,
because some people have said to me ‘You are such a grumpy bastard on stage’, is
that, that can’t be real how horrible you are. Not horrible, but how rude you are. (Is
given drink) Finally, I’m fucking parched over here. Jesus Christ! I’m drying up. I
don’t know if you’ve heard this answer, it’s dogshit. But basically, I don’t think it is.
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Thank you very much (Towards attendant). I don’t think it is. I don’t think that… It’s
just how I genuinely feel. I don’t really get excited by much I suppose. And so I
sought of feign excitement in social situations, because you are supposed to, aren’t
you? Someone tells you something, you have to look impressed or happy about it.
But I don’t necessarily… You don’t have to do that on stage. You can be whatever you
want and it’s fine I guess. Isn’t it? Except for not funny, people don’t go for that.
Apart from that, you can be whatever you want.
SG
But you would probably agree, sorry to blow the gaff here, but five minutes ago, you
were a little bit chipper than this. So there is an extent to which you are putting on
your public face.
RR
Uh, Well… Maybe. That’s a very good question Stu… I haven’t really thought about it
I suppose. I don’t, for example, I’m about to go on stage and think, right time to get
cunty.
SG
Potential title for the next tour? Hey guys, time to get cunty! Yeah!
RR
No. I guess it’s just how I feel comfortable on stage, I guess. That is it. Yeah. That is
it. Sort of stumbled across the answer.
SG
The other thing you have on stage, I think, is tremendous authority. You really look
like you don't just own the space, I was watching lots of your YouTube videos.
RR
Thank you there's a lot of stuff available check it out.
SG
Well something that you should definitely checkout, after you have watched videos
even the negative comments respect you. Almost no one is calling you a wanker.
RR
mate you haven't seen my Twitter feed. Jesus Christ.
SG
In fact it was the comments section underneath an article in the Guardian, about the
Asian provocateur, for which you have been recently bafta nominated
congratulations. But there is a comment underneath it, I had to look 10 comments
down to find anything remotely negative.
RR
by the way that is terrifying that you are looking at those comments.
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SG
It is important for me to know what secret people on the internet think about you.
Even when someone said something negative they said, “he thinks he's clever” and
then they said, “he may be clever I'm just not getting it”. And I thought that is just
the most respectful slam that I have ever seen of anyone. Listen we're going to do a
listener question very early on, this is from Robert Hughes, “Mr Ranganathan was
previously my head of sixth form you can tell him that I thought his assemblies were
rubbish but now I realise he was finding his voice.” Now obviously…
RR
that's not even a fucking question mate.
SG
I'm partly reading that for comedy value because I'm so thrilled someone had gone
“I am from his old life”. I did wonder if the authority do you carry yourself on stage
is something that you learnt and or developed in the classroom when you were a
teacher?
RR
I think there is definitely transferable skills. You are trying to keep a group of
people's attention for the duration that you're speaking most your teaching and that
is the same for standups. So there are transferable skills I definitely think that. I was
the head of sixth so I was doing assemblies every week like 200 200 plus students,
I'm well I think Rob is being a bit harsh to, but they were whatever they were. What I
would say is what I was like in the classroom is nothing like how I am on stage now.
It is difficult isn't it because when I was in math teacher I really wanted to be a math
teacher because I had a really bad math teacher And I developed a negative
relationship with the subject as a result . Purely as how that teacher was. I wanted to
be the opposite of that. And then you're delivering stuff to people that don't want to
hear it, adding fractions with different denominators. That's not getting year 9
excited. You have to find a way of delivering that in an interesting way. I do think
you're looking at ways of engaging people.
SG
I just know that if I was ever trying to be a teacher I'm sure I would have just been
squished on day one because I've gone in like “hi guys I want you all to like me this is
going to be great fun”, where is you do not have a percentage of that in your body.
RR
no I didn't have that as a teacher I didn't want the students to like me take your
particularly. I think that what is different to standup when I'm teaching is I think a
really important thing is a teacher is it the students have to feel like you like them,
and we want them to do well . If you have that understanding they would accept
anything from you. If a teacher starts having a go at somebody about something, and
they don’t believe that you have their best interest at heart, that’s when you start to
have problems. But, if a kid really believes that you’re invested in them succeeding,
they will take any comments or criticisms that you’ve got for them because they
believe it comes from a good place. Whereas when I’m doing standup, I certainly
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don’t think I’m giving the audience the impression that I like them. I do think that is
the major difference.
SG
That’s interesting because then, there is whilst you’re being, whatever that quality is,
is it disappointment, is it frustration, what is it, how do you think of it, what do you
think the note is that you are most comfortable playing?
RR
I guess it’s cynicism. Sort of, I guess, about everything. And that’s not a deliberate
thing, I didn’t think I’m going to be a cynical comic, or anything like that. It’s not a
manufactured thing. It is something that has not happened by design or something
like that. You know, I wasn’t like I am now, how I was on stage when I first started.
When you first start, you’re just dicking around, desperately hoping that people
don’t throw shit, it’s a different thing. And you know, I went through various phases,
but none of those phases were deliberate. I didn’t think, I’m going try it this way
now, I’m going to try it that way. I just went into gigs, and my main aim was to make
people laugh. And then you eventually, start to hone in on, or zone in on, what you’re
most comfortable with and actually, I think a lot of people have said this on your
podcast, but what end up being what you hone in on is very close to who you are
actually off-stage. But actually it’s very difficult to get to that point, a point you are
close enough to who you are on stage I think takes a long time. But it is very difficult
to get to that point. To get to a point where you're comfortable enough to be close to
who you are I think takes a long time.
SG
So do you remember when you first started . What was the first room you ever
played?
RR
It was Pontins holiday camp And I was 9. So what happened was there was a talent
competition And I entered that talent competition as a standup.
SG
Was there any parental pressure on you to do this?
RR
no. It was just something I wanted to do.
SG
Who are you listening to when you were 9 what kind of comics we listening to?
RR
I can't remember actually I remember watching a lot of Lenny Henry on TV and stuff
like that, but I don't know what my impressions of standard we're at that stage I
don't think I really knew. I have to admit I didn't do any of my own material I had a
book, 3001 jokes.
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SG
did you take the book on with you?
RR
no I didn't. I had enough dignity to memorize stuff. And then I did that gig. I
delivered it entirely in a Sri Lankan accent. I just thought I needed an angle I needed
something that I thought was going to separate myself from these 9-year olds are
doing stand-up. So yeah I did it entirely in a Sri Lankan accent And I won but the
other kids would bring a lot to the table. There was somebody playing a kazoo
someone else did a dance which was shit. so it wasn't a massive tramp.
SG
What was the first moment, when you talk about that zoning in on particular things,
do you remember the flavour of the first thing when you went, ‘oh hang on, that
laugh was a bit richer’?
RR
Yes, one of the things I found very early on I think, was that everything I was doing
that was closest to what I actually thought, and was based in truth, was working a lot
more than anything I had sort of manufactured for the purpose… You know when
you’re starting out, you haven’t got the luxury of picking and choosing, best bits, you
just come up with stuff and hope to god that it works. You know what I mean? So
you don’t, you can’t be choosy, you haven’t got the skills or the breadth of material or
the experience to do that. So what I was finding was, there was some stuff, where I
just thought ‘oh this would be a funny thing to say’ and there was some stuff that was
actually based in stuff that had happened, or an opinion that I actually had. And very
quickly, I found out that the stuff that was closest to what I actually thought or what
had actually happened to me, that was the stuff that was working more. So very
quickly, I came based in stuff that had already happened.
SG
Do you feel that happened to you sooner that it happens to most comics? If we’re
talking in the region of finding one’s voice, do you feel like you fairly quickly went
‘this is it, it’s just me’. I mean I imagine there would be quite a bit of, ‘oh wow this is
easier than I thought’, you know what I mean?
RR
Uh no, I mean it’s very difficult, I don’t know when other comics feel like they found
it, and to be honest with you I genuinely don’t think I am as good as I am going to
be. I still don’t know the comic that I am going to be going forward. To be honest
with you, I still think I am quite shit. That’s the honest truth of it. And you know, I
remember a few months into doing gigs, my wife actually said to me ‘I don’t know if
you should really be doing it’. Not because she’d gone to a gig and was like ‘Fucking
hell mate. But what had happened was, what had happened, was, I had been doing, I
was teaching, I was doing gigs in the evening, and I’d go into a really dark, I still do,
if it isn’t going well I just go into this really dark space, and really get sort of down on
myself. It’s difficult. I find it really too difficult to deal with, even still, now. And I
remember coming home from a gig, and I had work the next day, and I just sat on
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the end of the bed, and I just had my head in my hands and my wife was like ‘What’s
going on?’ and I just said ‘it was shit, they didn’t go for this… and I’m so shit at this,
I’m so shit at this’ and she said, ‘ I don’t know if you should be aspiring to do
something that makes you feel like this so regularly.’ Do you know what I mean?
Surely, the whole point of taking a risk and doing something is to do something that
will make you happy? ‘You look more miserable than normal’. And I do think that I
did, even though I think that the early on point was me realising that stuff that was
close to what I thought was funnier, certainly funnier for me, I don’t think I found
my, what I was looking to be, any quicker than anybody else. I did gig a lot. Like a
lot. Like shit loads. That’s one thing, I did gig more than other people I knew that
was starting around the same as me. I gigged a lot. Probably too much, in terms of
maintaining my effectiveness as a teacher.
SG
Is there a year of a school in Crawley which is the lost generation, because you are
really working on your skills at that point?
RR
the word times when lessons were being planned on the stairs on the way up to a
class. and it got to the point where school actually had a word with me about it. not
because of what I was doing in the classroom necessarily. because I think if you're
OK teaching you can be good in the classroom still . But it was all the other stuff like
paperwork and all that shit which I wasn't keeping on top of. and so yeah there was a
time when I was doing loads of comedy I'm still a full-time teacher, And I had young
children as well, where I started to think “you cannot do this long term” it was
impossible it is not sustainable.
SG
staying on the topic of your kids I have another listener question from comedian Rob
Beckett.
RR
what does that prick want?
SG
He said, “you've got to ask Rom” I said, “what would you ask him?” and he said “he
has got 3 kids under 5 and he hasn't got a day off until 2017 how the fuck is he doing
it”
RR
I think I have set the bar solo with my parental skills when I am at home, but my
wife doesn't feel like it is…
SG
is that like doing the washing up deliberately breaking all the glass
RR
“the kids are actually getting worse the more quality time spending with you”
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SG
you sound like a you've got a very supportive wife.
RR
I do. I do. I've got to be honest without getting to wanky about it
SG
you can do that here because you never will get to appreciate her on stage.
RR
no she's been absolutely amazing. I can't think of a single time when she said can
you not go and do that. She gave birth during the Edinburgh Festival lost I was doing
a show.
SG
2 stars
RR
That was very good mate. I wanted to get angry but actually you smashed that. yeah
so my wife has been amazing she's been really amazing Alice is hard. The difficulty
about it is when I first left teaching just doing stand we were struggling trying to
make ends meet. And I think if my wife at that point had turned around and said I
want you to stop doing this I would have done in a heartbeat . Family comes first.
But she didn't . Any do feel very guilty. Because not like I didn't have a job I had a
job and it was a really reliable job And I was getting paid alright money and then I've
gone I'm going to put everything at risk for this vanity project. But my wife is just
very supportive.
SG
As a new dad myself I'm just starting to get into I could feel really guilty about this
the amount of time I am away. Are you trying to plan family time within the tour or
are you planning breaks so you can be there?
RR
When I am at home I'm doing proper family stuff it's not like with slobbing around
the house will go and do proper stuff and spend proper time together and actively
use that time. Because your time is limited you try and make that as good as it
possibly can be.
SG
Talking about the writing and we were talking about your persona . Let's go back to
that you said the difference between who you were when you started and who you
are now and who you might then get to be. Looking back at your 2 Apollo clips one
from the end of last year and one from the year before I notice already on the second
one you move more slowly in a good way. From the first one I thought it must be
longer ago than 2014 because you looked with how you behave on stage now you
look pretty green was that your biggest gig at the time.
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RR
Oh easily. It was insane I was really really head and shoulders above anything. What
you're saying there is someone shitting themselves but trying not to. I think that was
what it was. whereas when I did the second one.
SG
And you were hosting.
RR
yes I was. on the second one I guess one you've done it before, so you know what to
expect and also I felt more comfortable. When your brand new you are jittery and
grabbing for laughs getting a laugh it feels like you are running across some barren
territory and you're getting enemy fire I will never you a punchline that is a good
cover where you are you you're trying to get to the cover as quickly as possible
whereas as you get more experienced you know those bits of cover are coming . Is
this analogy working. So you are more relaxed in the way you move through that .
Jesus Christ.
SG
No that's good I thought you going to start saying but I gradually became
bulletproof.
RR
Oh what an arsehole that would make me. I discovered I'm fucking bulletproof.
SG
Whenever anyone says anything like that I know that is the bit I will use from the
show on Twitter as a clip. So what does it look like when you're writing are you
someone who sits down in a methodical way and goes right office time I'm writing ?
What does it look like when you're writing and are you writing new stuff at the
moment with the tour going on in the family presumably you're still turning things
over as you've got specialist things need to write?
RR
I will continue to turnover stuff as the tour goes on I think when you are touring for
that amount of time you have to keep it I think I have to keep it fresh coz I'm
interested in what I'm saying.
SG
So you're turning stuff over in the tour.
RR
Well, no. When I am not doing the tour. For example I went to up the creek (Comedy
club) and tried out new stuff and the stuff that works from that will make its way
into the tour show or occasionally I’ll drop stuff into the tour… what I won’t do is
just do long stretches of stuff… I would never do is just write something, well I might
do… but very rarely will I right something that day and throw it straight into the tour
show… I want to be… I want to know… ‘because people pay to come and see us, I
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think you want to make sure the show is really good. So that’s why I did up the creek,
for example. I’ll do that, try the stuff out
SG
But you’re trying the stuff out, so, once the stuff works, if you’re doing Up the Creek
a few times, those kinds of environments, it gets put into the current tour, rather
than say, for the next tour.
RR
Yeah
SG
So does that mean the next tour will begin with similar stuff to how the current tour
ends?
No.
SG
Because it’s not like this is show 1 and that is show 2.
RR
No. I wouldn’t take anything I’m doing here into the next tour. I’ll have a sufficient
enough break and I’ll start from scratch. Like blank page and start
SG
and what is, for now and the next 120+ date tour, what do you think is a sufficient
enough break that you can put together, I mean, are you doing two hours or two
50s?
RR
At the moment, I’m doing about 70-75 and then ever so often as the tour goes on it
gets longer and longer.
SG
How long do you anticipate it taking, putting together from scratch for the next
show?
RR
I don’t know to be honest
SG
Sorry to frighten you with the idea, as you realise you have to do it again]
RR
I don’t know, is the honest answer once again. I sort of… When I did Edinburgh in…
The last time I did Edinburgh, 2014, I did my first show the year before and then I
thought I’m going to get straight on with the next Edinburgh show and I started
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working on it, in September/October. Pretty as much as soon as I got back from
Edinburgh. And I got these bits which thought were really working and I was like
‘Jesus Christ, Rom! You’re ahead of the game’ and then I chilled out and then in May
I was in exactly the same position. And I thought ‘Oh shit mate, you’ve become
complacent’. And then I started working up. I don’t know. If I’ve got a completely
blank canvass, basically, how it works is… I’ll maybe go ‘Right, I’m going to write ten
minutes today, I’m going to try and come up with a ten-minute routine.’ And that
night, I’ll go to a club and try it out and see how much works. One of the things I
cannot predict, even to this day, is how much of that stuff will work. So I might go do
ten minutes and go ‘holy shit, seven minutes of that is good to go’ not good to go but
has got legs. But the next week I’ll go with stuff that I am more confident about going
into it and I’ll come out like ‘well you can keep ‘Hello I am Romesh Ranganathan’
but apart from that, apart from that mate you’ve got nothing.’
SG
Do you have those moments when you’re writing, that you stumble upon something
and you think ‘absolutely 100% confident that’s going to work’?]
RR
Yes. I do. Like sometimes you’ll have an idea about something and straightaway you
thin ‘I’ll be very surprised if that isn’t a goer’ and, yeah, then you go and do it, and it
still needs, you know, polishing and stuff but the actual idea is there. Other times, I’ll
have an idea, and you try the idea out. The problem I’ve got, sounds mental, but I
don’t write punch lines, when I am coming up with the new stuff. I will find
something interesting. So, for example, I had a situation where I couldn’t come up, I
was struggling to write stuff, I was just thinking ‘shit man, I can’t come up with
anything’. I was talking to; do you know Bobby Mair?
SG
Yeah
RR
So Bobby said to me (Impersonating Mair) ‘Romesh, you’re thinking about it too
much, just go and live your life and something will come to you.’ So I did…
SG
I don’t know if you know Bobby Mair, that was an incredible Bobby MairSo I did
that, I went, I, I stopped thinking about it too much. And then I watched Blackfish,
just sat down watching it, then straight away. I thought this is something I could, I
would, I would want to say something about. And so I sat down and thought, what
do I want to say about this. But it wasn’t jokes, it was points. And then I went out
and tried it out and the good thing about that is, you’re free and coming up with
stuff, the bad stuff about that is there may not be a punchline in that whole thing,
and you leave with that whole room thinking that you’re proper shit. I think that is
part of the risk.
SG

Page 183 of 234
Are you in a place now, profile wise, where in the last year, I feel like the last 18
months has just been explosive for you, since appearing on Jonathan Ross I think
that was the moment that I and other people went “Oh fucking hell well done”, a hop
skip and a jump and now you are not someone trying to get on stuff you are now an
asset.
RR
Well it doesn't feel like that.
SG
does it not. Bafta nominated.
RR
I mean yeah you've heard of BAFTA yeah.
SG
Well I imagine it's about to start feeling like that
RR
I don't Feel much different 2 before
SG
presumably when you walk on stage to do new material there is a bit of a reaction
RR
I think
SG
is that bit where we go we've got a real treat for you now it's Romesh Ranganathan
and people get “Oh is that guy off TV” and there is a special buzz in the room.
RR
I think that buys you a minute or 2 and then if it's really crap they settle down 2 I
wonder how I will construct this tweet about how shit this guy is. so I do think
although your initial response is good the stuff still has to be good . I remember
watching Michael McIntyre, I did the Brighton comedy gala the opening thing for
the festival and Michael McIntyre was the surprise guest and everybody went nuts
and he was trying out stuff for the tour And he waited until that all had all died down
and start doing his stuff and I thought it's very interesting that what he could have
done actually Does ride that the whole way through 10:15 minutes and then go
“thank you so much” and leave
SG
how will your assemblies crap when your impression…?
RR
but what he did let that settle because he really wanted to see how stuff goes
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SG
So when you’re writing. Are you writing at a laptop, are you writing in your head,
your car, when you’re walking around, what is it?
RR
I will decide that I will just sit down and write, and I’ve got a notebook, I’ve got so
many notebooks and I’ll open a notebook and go ‘right, what do I think about this…’
and then, generally what happens is, I’ll have some ideas and I’ll go onto the stage
with a little bit of paper or the notebook or whatever, and try it all out, record it, and
then listen to it, sometimes, and then work out from that bit, what bits have got legs
and which bits haven’t. And then I’ll make a note somewhere else, of the bits that
worked. And then every now and then, when I am really desperate, I’ll go back to the
original, ‘there must be something else, please’ but there often isn’t.
SG
So can you give us an example, the most recent bit you’ve been working on, that
you’ve sat down and written on, or you’ve walked out and said there’s no punchline
on it but here’s the idea?
RR
Um, yes. I had this bit I’ve been working on about religion. And how I think it might
actually be logical to be religious because the potential payoff is so incredible. And so
actually, why wouldn’t you, just do a bit of praying. Because it’s eternal salvation.
What an incredible lottery ticket. So that was the idea…
SG
and that initial idea, to go right back to the beginning of that, that idea is like a ‘fell
into your head idea’, or watching a program about religion, or musing, mulling it
over somewhere? Because that is a fully formed premise to begin with isn’t it?
RR
Yes. I guess what I thought was, I think, I can’t tell you this is definitely it, but
probably, I’ve got a vague recollection of seeing a post on Facebook about atheism
and it pissing me off and so I thought I’d quite like to say the opposite. So that was
what the starting point was.
SG
So you take that idea on stage, and they laugh at that idea, as people did here? So
then are you taking that, sitting down and trying to pull further ideas out of it, now
you know, you’ve got something?
RR
Yes. So sometimes you come on with an idea and what will happen, what happens to
me a lot of the time, is that they’ll laugh at the initial idea maybe and then what I
then go on to say is extremely disappointing. So you know that the initial idea has
something in it, but you just haven’t done it properly, you know what I mean. But,
you sort of go, there is something in that possibly, but I just haven’t found it. But
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sometimes I’ll present an idea, and they’ll go ‘Nah mate’ and so that idea goes no
further with that. Something's there are somethings that I have said that associate
that I've actually thought maybe I shouldn't be allowed to continue doing comedy.
But I think you have to allow yourself to be doing that.
SG
I totally agree with that I really struggle with that myself and if you are someone who
like me has moment I'm thinking “Oh Christ” like you were saying before the real
dark moment but you still have to this day despite all the logic well let's look at the
actual material facts of how well you’re doing how does that aspect of your life sit
with trying new stuff I'm finding it disappointing. With what strategies are you
coping with the dark times.
RR
I think struggling with the darker times, two things your sorta asking there I guess.
Struggling with the darker times is just something I have to accept that I’m going to
feel.
SG
as in creative ones?
RR
Well everything I guess, but in terms of comedy, you go through phases where you’re
really shit at it. I go through a lot of stages of that. A lot of my time is spent, me
thinking I’m not very good at it. But when you think that is how I’m going to feel,
even though it still feels crap, you just sorta deal with it. But what that does bizarrely
is that it helps the other thing, because if you think you’re shit, then you’re massively
desperate to get better. And so then you’re trying out stuff. Then if it goes bad, you
go like ‘fuck that was crap, but I’ve got to keep going because you are shit mate and
you’ve got to stop being shit’ and so that actually bizarrely fuels it’.
SG
There is an article that I read in the garden which is promo for Edinburgh a couple
of years ago which you and Sean walsh interviewed each other as each other. I don't
know if it is a series of them. it's clear or at least I think it's quite clear reading it you
know each other well and you are using that as an opportunity to release tab each
other's weak spot. very very worth reading And I notice that one of the ways Sean
attacks you is your material appearing clever then everyone thinks it is. is that a fear
of yours he was picking up on? or just a random attack?]
RR
No, I think I am thick. I don’t think that I am that intelligent. I don’t think I am
massively intelligent. And so sometimes the concern is I think ‘do I have the chops to
talk about this?’. Because Religion is a big topic, it’s a big thing and it’s very personal
to people. There will be a part of me that thinks ‘maybe it’s a bit arrogant of you to
think that you can pontificate about this on stage?’
SG
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But as a comic, you have to get over that arrogance, to embrace it and say you’re
going to do it?
RR
Well yeah, but I’d drop it if I thought it wasn’t funny. It has to be funny. If it’s funny
I’ll go with it, but, if it’s not then it’s got to go. I don’t think we (Comics) have any
right to express an opinion onstage unless it is funny. I just think that if I express an
opinion and it gets a laugh, or my exploration of that opinion gets a laugh, then I am
justified in saying it. If it doesn’t, if I think it’s really important to talk about religion,
if I am pissed off about militant atheism and I start talking about it but it’s not
getting a laugh, then I am never going to say it again.
SG
So with that in mind when you went on Question Time how did you feel? what state
were you in going into that environment whereby you are there with professional
arguers who all rightly or wrongly considered themselves informed. and we have
seen comics do well on Question Time and we have all seen comics appear out of
their depth. do you think if I can be funny I am worth being there or is it more
important to you saying what you wanted to say?
RR
I think Question Time is a different beast, I'm not there to sell tour tickets.
SG
it must be such a hard gig because you are being introduced as “now the comedian”.
but if you just do gags what is the point of you being there?
RR
the thing about doing something like Question Time is that if you're not funny
people will say “how is this guy a comedian” and if you are funny people will go “why
is he trivialising the issue”? it is a very difficult one to play as a comic, the truth is
when I first got asked to do it I was concerned exactly the concerns that you have
explained. Then I'll be out of my depth And I had a chat with them, I do read the
papers I didn't feel like it was going to something that I'd be like “holy shit they've
mentioned something that I haven't…” there is always that slight fear but I held
opinions on everything that is going on in the country So I thought well let's just do
that and see how it goes and it might go really horribly wrong and it might not.
SG
so you were fairly sanguine going into it?
RR
I trusted myself to say exactly what I thought and stand or fall by whatever that
might be.
SG
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and given that your material isn't overtly political, and you weren't there to sell tool
tickets, did they ask you or did your people ask them as a strategy “this guy is going
to get bafta nominated let's make sure he's got some tough political...”
RR
Fuck no It Wasn't part of any strategy. They just have this thing don't they where
they invite nan politicians on, And I was one of them . Many people get asked many
people turn it down. Because of the things you talked about well I just don't want to
express their views on television. The truth of it is it wasn't part of the plan I just
thought it would be quite a cool thing to do it is exciting being on Question Time I
watch Question Time a lot. what a cool thing to do. there is no master plan. “holy
shit Romesh has got an opinion on junior doctors I wonder what he's like talking for
75 minutes”. I didn't go into their thinking that was going to happen.
SG
You have a joke that was in the more recent (Live at the) Apollo appearance, where
the punchline is ‘I’m a bloody representative’. I don’t want to butcher the bit, but I
will, you’re talking about the fact as an Asian man, a British Asian man, if you bump
into someone, and you were a git, then you could push them over-the-edge if they
were considering racism. It’s such a muscular bit, that I can do it badly and still get a
great laugh. Is there an extent to which you do feel like you are being asked to be a
representative? Or as your profile gets higher and higher, people are coming to you
and telling you their idea of what you do?
RR
I don’t ever think of myself as a representative. Basically my dad ran a pub right? He
ran the pub in quite a white village, it was weird having a brown guy live there, also
weird having a brown guy being the landlord of the local pub right? And what I
noticed was people in that pub, who had very few interactions with ethnic
minorities, were forming a dossier on what they thought about ethnic minorities,
purely on their interactions with us. And I just thought it was an interesting thing,
that just doesn’t happen to white people, in this country anyway. If I met seven white
guys in a row, that were massive bellends, I would still not go ‘white people are
bellends aren’t they!’. If people in that pub had thought that, me, my dad, and my
brother were dicks, they would have thought ‘well Sri Lankans are tossers, I can tell
you that from personal experience! Everyone that I have met has been dog shit!’. But
in terms of considering myself to be a representative, No I don’t think that I am a
representative. When I did the show, Asian Provocateur, I did think that was a show
that was exploring an experience that a lot of people have in this country, and so
maybe I thought it would be interesting. But I certainly didn’t go into it, thinking ‘ I
am now the representative for second-generation immigrants. I just thought that I
am going to go and do this thing.
SG
Do you ever have concern when people are laughing at your impression of your
mum's accent? are you ever concerned that some are laughing in a different way to
how other people are laughing?
RR
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no.
SG
There was a listener called Matthew cook who was watching you in Scunthorpe and
he felt that some of the audience would just laughing at the accent and the head
wobble.
RR
if you haven't seen me that isn't the whole act.
SG
It is by no means the whole act, but it is a huge laugh indie act on it is framed. And
the premise of the bit is that some people are so elderly in this country that you can
forgive them a bit of racism I could almost throw in a head wobble which you then
do. Has that ever given you caused to think about how that bit is being received?
RR
Uh no. no I think that it is a valid point is it that Matthew is making. Maybe he did
feel like that well it did feel like that he said he felt like that. But what I think is I will
do it if I feel justified that joke isn't purely me doing the accent. I'm making a point
and yes that is a bit of a garnish to it but I am doing that to illustrate the point and
maybe I am wrong in that I am not saying I'm infallible but that is how I feel. I
wouldn't ever do it just for the hell of it. Certainly if you are an ethnic minority
comedian there is the question of how much do you talk about race in your act. you
will always get criticised for either not referencing it at all or referencing too much.
My personal rule is if I think an idea is strong enough And I think the joke is good
enough then I will do it. I don't think I would do it gratuitously, but I am fully
prepared to accept that might be the case. I had a bit in my first show, where I talked
about being in a Barbour shop and this guy assuming that I was an immigrant. I had
said something about it being hot and he said, ‘Oh bloody hell, you lot coming over
here and claiming how hot it is!’ and then I sort of respond to him. I remember that
at some gigs people were laughing at what he was saying, and I thought ‘Oh shit!
They agree with him!’ I can't be held responsible for how everyone is responding to
that all I can be responsible for is my justification for doing it and if I feel happy
enough in the reasons that I am doing it then I will continue.
SG
Ben Mumford says what is it like being a chubby vegan? That is rude we're not
having that.
RR
Fucking hell mate.
SG
I knew it would be worth doing that.
RR
you loved it. look at his face what a prick man.
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SG
I was talking to Ed gamble earlier on I'm showing him the great questions and he
said that I had to do that. talk to me about fearlessness on stage because you are you
used to be a rapper that is a matter of public record Ranger the lazy eyed assassin.
RR
Yes.
SG
Fucking great name.
RR
sold a few copies in Horsham.
SG
and your rap battle I can't remember the name of the thing is just called comedy rap
battles. which was so much fun to see, you verse is Carl Donnelly. he goes first and as
99% of comedians do when they're doing it is reading from a pre rehearsed quasi
rhyming put downs. and then you stand there in your hoodie with your background
your side your man bag and genuinely free styling?
RR
yes . But what I would say is when you watch it if you did go to watch it you will see
quite clearly What Carl was doing was actually good he had put some thought into it
and what I did was talk about his mum.
SG
It rhymed.
RR
it did rhyme but actually quality wise I would argue what Carl did was a lot better.
What I did was try and play to the audience.
SG
so as someone who can freestyle in the same way that I suppose civilians can be in a
bit of or about comedians a lot of comedians go fucking rap battling.
RR
It's not proper freestyling what we're doing we're doing a gag . Is not like 8 mile. I
wouldn't say that means I can freestyle it was just sort of in the moment there is no
be running I don't think it's the same thing.
SG
sure but I think that is because you're calibrated for knowing how actually scary
actual freestyling is. but as far as anyone else's can is concerned. I’m interested in
that aspect of comedy which is about fearlessness. I think in many ways, your
comedy genetic makeup, of ex-teacher, ex-rapper, it’s quite easy to imagine yourself
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going into something like question time and going ‘yeah I’ll try this’. In a way that a
lot of comedians would go ‘I’m really not sure’.
RR
But the truth is, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure about question time. I don’t think I was
massively qualified to do it, but within the remit of being a non-politician, I’ve got
enough opinions that it would probably be okay. That’s not to say that I wasn’t
shitting myself before I went on. There is always the fear that someone would go, ‘I
would like to just ask about the Malawi agreement of 1979 and how that pertains to
the current taxation policy in Gahanna’ and then David Dimbelby will go ‘Romesh…’
There is always that fear.
SG
Do you feel like he was ? Do you think they will Dimbleby was going don't make the
comedian look like a bad booking?
RR
They didn't explicitly say this to me, but it wasn't your job to be informed and
elegant had to come up with the figures, that's not my job to do that. and so I think
that they look after you, the express their gratitude very openly of you coming on
and doing the show and look after you and they made what was a very nerve-racking
experience very pleasant.
SG
One more bit on writing. do you ever look at a bit and think, Oh I am doing that
thing that I do?
RR
Yeah. Yes I do. You do find that because you have the same attitude to everything.
SG
and is that a problem? I released the episode of Jimmy Carr today, or at least part 1
and I put that to him, and he said yeah “Oh yeah, all the time. I don’t worry about
it.”. I guess if you’re turning over a thousand jokes a year, that’s going to happen. But
it’s not an explicit one liner person it might be more problematic
RR
Yeah I think so, I think that happens a bit with your attitude towards something.
You might think that that’s the same thing as what I have said before. The other
thing I find, the biggest problem I find is that I talk about a topic and then the next
year I think of a lot of better things that I could have said about that topic. Then I
think, ‘Shit, I wish I hadn’t dealt with that topic last time.’ You sort of get better,
don’t you? Hopefully you get better as you go on.
SG
In the same way that Jim Jefferies is going to say there will be an extra twenty
minutes. Twenty minutes on religion. Because he always has other things to say
about religion.
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RR
I worry about that, but I think you can worry about those things too much. You trust
in yourself that it’s good and you keep pushing yourself and hopefully everything
else takes care of itself.
SG
When you left school did you feel confident that you wanted to be a comedian at the
time?
RR
No I didn't. That ponting's gig was just a one-off thing I didn't think I must build
upon the momentum from that. To be honest with you man I left school I wasn't
even considering doing stand-up as a career because I just didn't think it was within
the realms of possibility and even when I started doing stand-up as a teacher I still
didn't think that I was definitely going to do it I just thought it be so difficult doing
this as a job. I didn't always have this comedian thing on the back burner I'm going
to go to this career eventually it wasn't part of the grand plan or anything.
SG
You look great in purple and you are always wearing purple have you seen a stylist?
RR
no but I will tell you what did happen. I'm glad you've mentioned well I'm not glad
because this is an embarrassing story but what happened was when I was doing my
first Edinburgh solo show I went and got some photos done And I went to see my
agent afterwards she had been sent the photos my agent at the time she said these
photos are unusable because what you are wearing is so terrible. And I looked
through the photos And I was like yeah I look like shit and it was really horrible
journey home because I was wearing like a, I had basically just chosen the wrong
shit, so there was a series of photos love me and one thing And I look shit in that and
then I change into another and that was shit, 50 Shades of shit, so then I went home
I was really gutted about it I said to my wife you know what my agent said to me
don't my clothes look like shit and she said yeah. And I asked if it was a thing and
she said that I never dress well. and then I thought Oh fuck. so then I said to my wife
help me, help me wear some clothes that do not render a photo shoot unusable. and
she did.
SG
when you were working as a teacher did you try any of your material on your
students? I was going to say that I didn't imagine that you did but was there any one
liner that you carried with yourself from there?
RR
No I didn’t. the short answer is no I didn't try. But occasionally I did do things that
were inappropriate . Just wait till I finish.
SG
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That is all we've got time for ladies and gentlemen.
RR
basically I don't think this story is very funny, but I do think it's a great example of
me misjudging the situation. every so often we had an assembly where one of the
forms one of the registration groups would deliver the assembly it was Valentine's
Day, so they did an assembly about Valentine's Day. All sort of figures about the
amount of contraception around Valentine's Day increases and they were talking
about different pieces. And I just thought it was funny in the sequencing that they
talked about contraception sales combined with buying Valentine's presents for their
pets And I just said it is a funny thing in the moment and when I looked across the
whole the sixth formers were laughing and one of my colleagues was going… I sort of
realised but I shouldn't have done that. that sort of thing where your sort of looking
for a funny. when I first started I was doing open mic gigs and my dad said to me
just run a gig at the pub it's an easy way of getting stage time and so I started doing
this gig at my dad’s pub and students would turn up I remember some of the gigs it
would just be sick forms it would be like an assembly but bluer.
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9.1.7 Stewart Lee
One of the most iconoclastic, pioneering and influential comedians in Britain,
Stewart Lee has forged his post-punk ideals into a thrillingly funny live act, with
the very form at his fingertips. We explore the deliberately uncomfortable tension
between the man and the stage persona; discuss his self-imposed exclusion from
the comedy community; and investigate his unshakeable conviction that he is in
fact unsuccessful.
March 6th, 2017
Categories: Age, Alternative Comedy, Argument, Audiences, BBC, Character,
Comedy, Criticism, Double Act, Edinburgh, Fame, Fear, Heckles, Improv,
Isolation, London, Reviews, Stage Persona, Stewart Lee, Storytelling, Success,
The Guardian, Touring Comedian, TV, Writing.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E-9fgjZ4Kws
https://www.podbean.com/media/share/pb-242n7-685ff3
SL – Stewart Lee
SG – Stewart Goldsmith
SL
Most years idea about 3 months on the circuit from about April to June And I will
try and do 5 to 6 nights a week And I will also try and see lots of new acts then. But
there are so many. When I started doing it in 1989 there was only about 80 people
doing this nationally and you knew everyone pretty quickly and you could keep pace
with the development but the last 10 years or so it has exploded and also I am a bit
disconnected from. I really like that 3 months in the circuit seeing people have not
seen before trying to work out where it's at and what direction it is going in and Mac
is really good because the people on there are the sort of people I'll be interested in
anyway so there has been a sort of filter put on it.
SG
The filter of Henry Widdicombe only allowing people he thinks a great or interesting
or nice
SL
Machynlleth actually feels like the comedy tent At Glastonbury in the 80s. It feels
like an 80s alternative when festivals were part of what we called the counterculture
the comedians on at Machynlleth . Dad is like being at the Comedy Festivals nearly
30 years ago before they all got owned by festival Republic. When I was a teenager,
I’d often go to those crusty festivals on my own. And often see, I mean I saw a lot of,
one of the first places I saw the “alternative comedy” was at the elephant fair in
Cornwall in 1984. Which I think was Jenny Éclair, Malcom and Hardy, Mark Steel
and the Popticians, and Hegley. Like in the tent at a Machynlleth vibe. I like going
with the kids because obviously they are growing up in middle class London in a
sterile urban environment and it is nice for them to have a taste, Henry's created a
virtual model of a weird 80s festival so I find it nostalgic local people selling cider
and curry vans and stuff. doesn't feel like a lot of them do now. But that weekend
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this show was a weird one to get together because first of all Each block of work I do.
I have to think, who is the character now? What is his status and what is his
relationship to the rest of the world? And lots of people have to think about why they
are on stage, and who they are, and with me I have decided that he is on stage
because he is a comedian.
SG
That’s explicitly his job
SL
yep that’s explicitly his job, and he has to try and do that job. And in each show he is
trying to do that job, either out of bitterness to prove himself better than other
people. Or to meet basic financial needs that he’s saddled himself with. But in each
show, he’s prevented from doing it by some problem, either of his own making or
some external one. There’s some sort of jeopardy. And at the start of each one, I have
to think about how I relate to things. And a process of working with BBC on comedy
vehicle for 10 years has made that difficult but also interesting for example in
between the first and second series it will take a long time to get whatever show that
was. In between the first and second series and the third series I think I did the tours
which both took a few months to settle because I didn't know where I was at the time
because I didn't know whether the BBC were commissioning or not commissioning
the second and third series so it was all in limbo. On the one hand I didn't know
what my status was, I didn't know if I was this person with a security job or had I
been rejected which would have made it easier. Partly why this one is much livelier
then the last few and he's a lot more boisterous and bull she on stage because it has
been cancelled. He's allowed to be cocky because it comes from a lower status
position. In May I didn't know what was going on because it had been cancelled
which I didn't really mind to be honest but there were these attempts to re floated
through. There are lots of people who liked it and wanted to do it thru another
department and they couldn't really tell me if they were going to do it again weather
out end up dismantling the store in 2 parts of a series which obviously means you
have to write it with a really different rhythm because you're looking for 60 minutes
or 30 minutes blocks . So that was all weird. And finally it went away and actually I
just had to decide to get on with it whatever they were deciding and then June I've
made a joke out of it in the show in June when Brexit it happened I didn't do what
Bridget did, Bridget Christie my wife, she threw away her show and started again. I
did think that changed everything because it is the beginning of the dismantling of
post war liberal democracy. That is sort of the framework that I have grown up with
aspiring to understanding which meant that I had to sort of address it so I had to
create the sort of spaces in the show where I could do little bit about politics and also
I knew I wanted it to keep on the road until April next year can I also see this is a
chance to make some money out of it because I'm not selling it to BBC. Weirdly you
make more live on material I'm bringing it to the telly. 48,2 kids, not in particularly
good shape you sort of think will I need to do a debt clearing one . So I had to write
something that would work long term. So they were all sorts of structural problems
created by the need to keep it on the road for 18 months and uncertainty of
everything being so volatile.
SG
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you arguably have the best model or certainly when the TV show was running. You
had the best model for how to be a working comedian in Britain. In terms of like you
gig every night to a theatre that is near to your house in Leicester Square. For 4
months of the year that that is putting your show together time. If you look at what
I'm trying to do at the moment I'm doing a tour where I'm doing an hour which is
last year's show and in the second half I do new stuff it is very formal. You were
doing this incredible version of that I don't mean cynically at all, but you are getting
rehearsals that was earning and he didn't need to travel for it and then you were
selling the result to TV
SL
there's no way around it stage time makes you better also What I’ll do for those three
or four months at Leicester Square, is play the material in all sorts of different ways,
like the night you came in, I was being pretty hard with them. Pretty truculent, other
nights I’ll try it with levity. I’ll do sort of different things. If something goes wrong in
the room, during that three-month period, I’ll run it into the ground to see what
happens, because a really good thing will come out of that. It’s amazing how much it
changes through forced improvisation. If you go back at the end of the three months
and look at what you wrote, you realised you’re not really doing it anymore, the story
might be the same but the whole nuance and staging of it has changed. The other
reason for doing that is that I've got very much working attitude to thinking ahead I
sort of feel like at the moment whilst I'm still fit enough I'm trying to consolidate an
audience for the future And I think an audience has a much better time at Leicester
Square theatre in the 450 seater room then they do at the o2. also I can split the
room into little bits and play them off against each other which is much harder to do
in a massive room. Also at Leicester Square theatre you can do longer show and
charge half what U are obliged to at the 02 or the Hammersmith on all those people
will come back 90% of them will come back and bring a friend because I've had a
really great experience. I do think the larger shows begin to get passively consumed.
I've seen really good people at Hammersmith with a lot of people wandering around
and talking there's just something about diffuse nature of it. So it is partly about
trying to play to as many as many people as possible in a smaller space as possible as
is financially viable so that if I do get to the point where I can easy 50 shows a year
because I am so old then when I do those 50 in 10000 seater places hopefully people
will come with you. And I like being able to charge less but also it is not altruistic
because there aren't the same overheads I do know advertising I see as much of the
25 pounds as someone does of 60 somewhere else but you haven't got the costs you
haven't got to her in a massive crew. It's nice to be able to charge less because I have
this stupid thing of being of that 80s post punk indie generation where I sort of
think people what be able to afford to go to things. I periodically get involved
because of my history with theatre to do commercially West End theatre things and
the talks usually breakdown at the point it is clear the half the actors are gonna be on
terrible money and the tickets are going to be 90 quid
SG
Is there a tension between you wanting to consolidate, and retain, and expand the
audience, of say the live shows as Leicester Square, and you wanting to be able to
take risks, and risk pissing them off?
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SL
Well yeah, there is. And actually, I wonder it is reached its elastic limit. I did four
nights in Brighton, on this tour at the dome. Which is about 8 or 9 thousand people.
One night, the Saturday night, there was just enough people in, looking at their
phones for it to be, for me to wish I had done one night less, and they hadn’t bought
tickets. It just starts to feel like any show, where passive consumers have come in.
What I do do is lots of I've sort of character stuff in the first 20 minutes where he
arrogantly says this is happening on his terms it's not for the benefit of the public
and if they don't like they should have gone to something the whole persona is it
back take it or leave it. the audience is not really for them. it feels like it would
happen anyway whether they're there or not which of course the opposite is true I'm
working really hard to make the night work. Because he can give off a level of indiff I
think you can still sort of experiment. The material that I told for the first show was
the weirdest stuff I've done to mass auto and it works 9 times out of 10 on tour.
When we came to film it if 10% of them like that's 100 and you can build from that
100 and get the 1000 but if you're doing something really odd to 100 people which is
how we film telly show and if 10% like it that's 10 people and as you know from
doing different sized room tipping point for 10 is going to be much lower, harder to
shift at 10 into 100. and with series 4 you are kind of entrenched in this system that
you have which I think is incredibly laudable brave interesting exciting way to do TV.
Here we go this is the show and do you fill each episode one twice you sometimes
end up costing between them, but you usually end up not on the same night you
normally end up. It's usually about getting a full coverage of stuff so different things
will happen each night I I try to force real events to happen. Although the weird
thing about that is that people don’t believe it. Because tele is normally so controlled.
Every single thing that has made it to the screen in comedy vehicle that was a real
thing, that happened in the room. Like someone dropping something, or someone
getting up, or something failing and me changing it around. You look online and
there will be these long discussions about “oh yeah, the guy who shouted that out is
an actor, I’ve seen him…” they think it is all um… you know, you see things about live
shows where something will happen on the night, and you deal with it and it might
take twenty minutes of whatever. And then they all say it’s an actor who does it every
night. The logistics of it would be ... My dad didn't really see a lot of comedy but I
took him to see al Murray about 20 years ago and you know alls like the King of, he'll
have 40 people in the audience where he has learnt their name after the first half he
will be playing them off against each other, he's got a card index in his brain, we saw
him in a big Theatre in London and my dad went “Oh it's amazing how he had all
those actors in and remembered all their names and who was sitting where” yeah he
went “all those people he knows…” Now my dad was a rep for a packaging company
he worked in business yeah he didn't think the logistical difficulty of taking people
on the road who will be on minimum all week to shout out I work in crisps or
something. it would cost a sort of Phantom of the opera sized cast for stand-up show.
Or weirdly I would completely destroy something on purpose I would lose my thread
trying to put myself into a corner to see what happens they assume that you can't
actually do stand up.
SG
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Does the reverse ever happen, now that you have such a call audience, I don't
remember the exact phrase but the “the cabal of pseudo intellectuals” which you
wish was even more exclusive. But does the reverse happened where people are so
on board that you're taking a risk and painting yourself into a corner and you can't
actually get out of it and there all going well this is very clever.
SL
Two things happened there. One is this tool feels a bit different to the others in that
a lot of places we play the audience seemed to become a character as well they
respond to things counterintuitively in order to fuck me up. They'll sort of really
laugh something rubbish sarcastically so that I am now annoyed at them
SG
because they like it when you're annoyed at them
SL
so that's become so that's become really good fun and it is quite hard to explain to
people sometimes they are having a game as well so that is one thing that happened
right. they like to give me unhelpful answers to questions for example to sabotage
me because they want to see what will happen. I always like to think that audiences
in Glasgow and Newcastle were like this to them you are like a mouse they don't
want to kill you they want to keep you alive for their own amusement. The
legendarily horrible Glaswegian audience is not trying to get you off stage they don't
want you off stage they just want to see you really work.
SG
The guy in the milder comedian. And fair play to you for keeping going with that but
his timing when he eventually went you are too short of a coffee he sewed it together
so beautifully
SL
I try to treat all hackles as a genuine enquiry I don't like put down I like seeing other
people do them mark Lamar was always a master of them when I was starting out
shutting people up in the audience but I like to treat it as a genuine enquiry as if
puzzled as to why they would say that. I know where I have got that from it is from
one recording of Ted chippington who is like Ed axle but with no material in the 80s
he had nothing does this brilliant recording of him going down really badly at a gig
and all these the audience are chanting “who the fuck, who the fuck, who the fucking
hell are you, who the fucking hell are you” Trying to get him off and after each round
of it he goes I'm Ted chippington and then he answers it I'm Ted chippington for the
third time as if they're asking. I find that if you treat it as a genuine enquiry all the
hate is going nowhere so I'm quite happy in that milder comedian to let that
Glasgow guy it comes for the good of the show. It partly comes out of those 2 or 3
years that me and Richard herring did that live even if you put the other person
down in improvisation you're thinking 4 steps head as to how can they turn it round
that's partly why I was never any good on panel shows they seem to be competitive
rather than support it. You should be able to step back from something and give
someone else the space I'm thinking they will turn the bull T but nobody returns the
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ball on this . So that's the one thing about audiences the other is that it has changed
the majority of the audience are excited to be there and this is still enough people
better learning the ropes during the hour but it is but it has changed al Murray said
to me a few years ago backstage at the benefits I found it very strange at the time but
I do get it now we were all talking about trying to make things work in rooms, he
said in his experience, he didn’t have to make the laughter, the laughter is already in
the room and it wanted to come out and he just had to air traffic control it around.
And I think that is the indication of a person who has accepted that there is such an
enthusiasm to see them that it is hard to fail. they are in control of how the success
happens.
SG
Is that like the sculptor saying the sculpture is already inside the rock
SL
because I want them to feel like there is something at stake I want to make some sort
of narrative that feels like it isn't written but the evening being won somehow By the
audience on me and that's why with this tour I've got this thing where open it in a
counter intuitive way in an extremely hostile way about how I will break their
phones if day you some and it is very matter of fact it isn't really an opening line is
partly to deflate the excitement that is happening to reset it to normal to make it feel
more like you're starting from a position of Los which has to be one. It has felt
different this one it would be dishonest not admit that. even on the last tour
someone caught it on camera there's a guy in Brighton on the last tour hated it and
we end up having a 20-minute talk about it
SG
yeah I think it's called Stewart Lee destroys heckler
SL
but I don't at all
SG
yeah you don't at all it's the worse mislabelled title
SL
again that's what I don't like all those destroys heckler videos. What I think now is a
48 year old man with 2 children is that guy is he probably paid for a babysitter he
might have missed calibrated his alcohol he might not have been listening properly
some word triggered some annoying think he hadn't understood I'm really how can
you extract both of you from the situation that leaves you with a degree of dignity
because he has made an error. He has made a terrible mistake . A lot of these destroy
heckler videos they just end up with someone shouting, “ah fuck off bitch” And
walks out the room And I think it is very undignified. There was one today actually
An American someone chucked a glass at him for doing a joke about trump any
handles it really well except for he tells her to suck his balls which seems like a a
breakdown of the political discussion. but I've seen really great destroy a heckler
events, but I think the character of me also would just think how could they possibly
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not like this is brilliant what is their problem they must have failed to understand it
in some way.
SG
When you talk about the character of Stewart lee And I think this is the first time I've
heard you describe him as he as shorthand. Remind me of Johnny Vegas ...
SL
I think Vegas was a massive influence on me I'll tell you exactly what point in time it
was it was about 2001 when he was sort of giving up really for a bit , it was not fair
really I remember seeing him the gilded balloon late at night and the gig gone a bit
wrong and he was supposed to be there for 20 minutes I stayed on for an hour just
struggling and people hated it and pull Mitch Benn miss supposed to go on 45
minutes earlier the band I was not pleased Vegas played the truth, Michael
Pennington play the truth of the Johnny Vegas character and Johnny Vegas
character wouldn't have gone off he would have stayed there trying to be loved
pleading to people . So in a way the axe never failed it never died because Michael
Pennington play the truth the character and what I sort of got from that is it the
Stewart Lee character as long as I do but he would do which is thinking he's better
than other people it doesn't really matter if it dies well it would have done anyway it
would have been worse if I had tried to make it work because then it wouldn't have
been real
SG
do you ever regret not naming your character something else?
SL
not at all it is 90% what I would do but you have to create this air of separation is
why I start to do it, think of it more as an act, I did this show in 2005 which is all
about being ill I'm getting into legal battles about Jerry Springer the opera it was
quite a hard one to do because it had some very personal stuff and it it wasn't very
detached it was about the death of my hopes. I did that about 40 times I suppose as
as popular as I was then. And then I realised unless your method actor you can't
really break your heart every night on stage for real you just can't do it. No I might
get the babysitter 6 and I'll be on stage by 7 so I don't have time to go into a cocoon.
SG
Bye which do you mean attention is real that is something that you can create
SL
you can fabricate the emotions that you can't actually leave them which was what I
was actually trying to do 12 years ago. The other good thing about thinking of him as
a character is that he does things that I wouldn't do he would dig himself into a hole
I know the way out of it he will do himself into a hole and I will listen to it because I
think well I can probably get him out later on it is a way of having a different voice in
the creative process I sort of split it in my head . He sort of said things that I would
never say because I would be worried about the consequences you let him do those
and then the other part of you tries to pull him back. I talked to some musicians
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about this improvises I don't really like talking about myself in comparison with with
them because it makes you sound like you're trying to say you're more than a
comedian like an artist but I have talked with them about the way play in a way
where they don’t know what they’re going to do next. I remember seeing Fred Frith
from the ICA I mean God 27 years ago doing guitar improvisation and someone kept
trying to take photos in the audience And I have probably written about this I do
tend to use the same anecdotal...
SG
I've done my homework and I will flag when I recognise them
SL
it was something about can I stop doing it because he was trying to forget forget
where he was and they kept reminding him and that is difficult now with cameras
and there is this thing in the new show why did the voices of lots of people
complaining at me and it's just the same words over Andover again and you can
build it. But the other night someone was in the front row on their phone and the
phone rang and they run out I just took me out of it I couldn't get back into it And I
just had to say to the audience I'll tell you what that normally that normally does but
it won't night because that phone rang it's gone and everybody was laughing about
that but it is difficult it's not the same now is doing club set where everyone was
drinking because those bits of evolved where they were in the controlled space of the
theatre where they assume you can plug away at something for 10 minutes.
SG
one of the things I'm really interested in is whether the character Stewart Lee, their
ability to step back from it, helps you improvise
SL
Oh yeah
SG
because I find I need to try and lose myself in the thing and I often do that at the
expense of the place I've almost got to throw myself in and get giddy to create the
creative leaps . But you seem to be able to hold your nerve for an incredible amount
of time And I wonder if part of that is due to ...
SL
I'm almost amused as to see what it will do but you sort of notice it does this
musician I really like roky Erickson from the 13th elevator which is the 60s band and
in the 80s people went Oh he's gone mad and had electric shock treatment and he
went mad and he thinks he's alien And I often think did he what did you just get fed
up with being interviewed and decide to say he was from Mars because it was easier
than having to talk about his life again. Select the other day so and asked if I'd like to
do this project it was hosting a sort of satire thing. I can't do that because if I do an
art thing for Radio 4 I can do that as me now if I was hosting sort of comedy thing or
discussion program like Frankie Boyle does now I couldn't really do it as him
because he wouldn't interested in what anyone else ... And I wouldn't want to do this
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as me because me doing me in comedy would undermine it I think. You always get it
when you do things like this could you get these people the sort of see the light and
they sort of go “Oh I see” sometimes comics as well they go “Oh right so it was a sort
of joke when he did that” anything yeah.
SG
I had a lot of people who listen to my interview with Jimmy Carr a lot of people have
said to me since I'd assumed he was ... It has changed my attitude ... These are the
sort of people were talking about who like to listen to sort of thing, but this is. But
recognise the sniper one liner guy on stage isn't the same as the comedy loving
comedy nerds who goes to Edinburgh and seeks out shows.
SL
I mean I've not really spoken to him socially for a decade really but I remember
when he , I remember doing a gig at some art centre in Exeter 20 odd years ago and
he was the open spot support act and he gave me a lift in a performance sports car
because he we're still working for Shell, he was head of marketing for shell, and
you've got to think he liked comedy enough to do that but I think he had a business
like plan for comedy , because I think he sort of marketable in himself.
SG
Do you, obviously in yourself you have to, live with the consequences off the
decisions the character makes, in the same way the split with Vegas and I've not had
him on the show yet so I've not been able to talk to him about it but from what I
understand the sort of allegations of sexual assault from a woman when he was
being,
SL
I was at that gig at the side of the stage watching it and he never touched her, but he
made it look so it was convincing enough to cause genuine anxieties for people . To
be fair to him it takes a while to realise you are now famous and things happen in an
echo chamber well they didn't use to I have to think all the time if people just start
speaking to me I have to think Oh yeah everyone is a broadcast now it will go on
Twitter. You can't really speak freely to anyone and that's partly why I'm policing the
camera thing in the room is that you want the right to make an error of judgement
and that used to be a lot of very good routines , we've all seen them at stages where
they were probably not acceptable but they found a way of doing what they wanted
to talk about . Certainly Alfie Brown we filmed him for alternative comedy
experience I needed a really good set but what I felt about it was that without the
context of the people being stuck in that room with him he couldn't really, it
wouldn't have been fair on him, too chop it into bits because the things in isolation
were so inflammatory and over the course of 15 minutes a balanced each other but
we couldn't have really run it like that.
SG
Do you know if that was ever communicated to Alfie because I know the bit you
mean I can't remember which, but he did I don't know probably?
SL
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There are lots of things like you do worry about stuff being chopped up . I assume
that's why sadovitz has nothing available commercially. Compete because it can be
decontextualized and if you see one of his shows you come out and everyone in the
room has something they believe has very precious seen. You know when you keep
saying the character is not really the character what I mean what it is is it is
performance mode helps you to bring up bits about you the best and worst parts of
you with mane it is paranoia NG business self-righteousness intellectual snobbery
I'm having a chip on your shoulder. And all those sort of things are , a sense of social
justice a fury about it the while acceptable is hand in hand with the selfrighteousness I wish all those things were true with me but I amplify them to make
them work on stage where is actually the day to day life you try to control them. They
are not acceptable ways to interact with people, so you know it's not like a
character,..
SG
pub landlord
SL
no no not even as much as that. I am aware they might think something “Oh I just
thought that I would never think say that” you think well I could say it on stage
because the connection to the thought is much closer . I don't go out and try and be
same as all the people there amplifying the difference is between you . So what
people understand or at least they understand it by the end of the first half if they
are newcomers is that they are invited to laugh at you on some level.
SG
On some level is a funny clause
SL
not just the lines but the idea, There is a bit where I go “The problem I’ve got now, in
divided Britain is 50% of any audience could have taken a vote broadly against your
liberal position, so now I need to write jokes that are funny of in their own right,
rather being sentences of which people agree with.” And most of the audience laugh,
but you can sort of feel there is a minority of the audience going like “yes I expect
that is difficult for you.” I said that to make this funny, I've said that I know that is
the perception of me , which is a whole new area for me, that topper usually makes
other people laugh who is smugly thinking that they have caught you out by you not
realising what you have said Incriminatory in some way.
SG
there must be a danger of stuff that operates at the kind of level and metatextual
level of some of your stuff there must be a danger of leaving people behind And I
would imagine the some of those people you are happy to have left behind and some
of those people you are thinking to yourself as the operator as the performer and the
writer your thinking is there a way to bring those people along.
SL
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we've all been environments where the experience of the thing has been ruined by
the people there I went to see Patti Smith at the Roundhouse and it was much better
in the old days when she was all forgotten and its smaller rooms because the people
literally standing in front with iPads filming at all and then they put them away and
start talking to each other I know that kits and his mega polis his audience to the
point where a member of the public says to one of us who's your favourite comedian
And I say it's Daniel Kitson he's all comedians favourite comedian and they say well
it can't be very good because I've not heard of him that's why he's good because
you've not heard of him so you've not been there ruining it making it worse . The
arrogance of people to think they. He's got to the point where he can crash the
national theatre's website, and nobody knows who he is . Superb. I wish I had the
foresight when I started to think more like he did but to be fair he had seen a
generation of us make mistakes and he works out how to play better.
SG
Is it just not having had the foresight or is there an aspect to which presumably with
2 children to support you need to ? You can't take the risk . Partner is thinking you
could still do that , you could still try and become as obscure as possible in the name
of your app.
SL
Well a couple of things about that are I'm expecting a di back from the crowd now
I've kind of done the maths on it and that's probably why I've done this tour for as
long as I can to as many people as possible because I tore every 2 or 3 years till I'm
65 I lose 20% of the audience on every tour for not ever doing telly again then that
will be just enough to get me through to then die. The other thing is my generation
very lucky in terms of being able to make choices about how it used to operate
because if you're approaching 50 now if you are a student you didn't have a 30
ground that if you came to population centre London or Manchester to try and do
stand-up Or you could at least live in a shared house for 25 quid a week and if you
were me you could get a second job I got in London was freelance research in fact
Jack in for for publisher which is flexi time I did it for 18 months increasing smaller
amounts every week until I can flip over and get paid for circuits I'm still make a
living. That job today would be an unpaid internship a 22-year-old would be grateful
for the experience of working in publishing. What's happened in comedy and this is
pointed out to me by that guy he did last comic standing in America Matt kirshen he
said in comedy now when you started when I started the most successful person you
knew is Mark Thomas and he was on the same room above a pub as you for the same
door split. In 1990 now where in a kind of 1% economy and I'm at the bottom of that
1% and everyone else is the 99 everyone is sort of hoping that they might get on the
panel show hoping that they might get on these package shows and their day to day
living situation is much more difficult everything is more expensive an immense
work is massively thinned out because so many people… paid work. And through a
fat jam blockage of open spots on M 25 of open spot circuit it seems increasingly
distant from the centre . And everything was the same in the 80s the open spot gigs
with the same people who were on the telly . So we could afford to go I'm not going
to do that or I'm only going to do this you could afford to be weird you can afford
because you weren't under the same economic pressure I remember this because
when I look at 20 something comedians they seem to be desperate they do a lot of
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social networking . They spend as much time trying to do self-promotion networking
and marketing as they do getting an act together and then I have to remember why
that is why that is is because they are not able to live in Peckham in a building for
nothing and be airily and loftily ethical about what they do. the free market has
chopped legs out from under, in a way it is true across the board of all sorts of
things. hospitals were told and the last government that they were now not allowed
to make ethical decisions about which service provider saves they just have to take
the cheapest one even if that one's got investment in the arms trade they are not
allowed to make that decision because it was happened across the board. Whether I
would do that now I don't know and certainly having our first child it didn't
galvanise me to do work but I didn't want to do well it did make me do and that is
what hardly the book came out of the first book I wrote about how I and escaped my
uncertain fate was trying to work out without selling out, and I just like to
communicate to the listener that I have done air inverted commas around that
phrase, how can you actually make what you do work and what I had to do was leave
big management strip it all back down to basics and try and do it like punk rock
getting the van and sell your CDs after to try and work out if you could do it from
from a base level was. How is a going to make this work now I those responsible for
someone else. So did force my hand in that way I was lucky really because I don't
think I would have done it without that responsibility.
SG
One of the things you say in how I escaped my uncertain fate which having re read it
recently And I read it when it came out and I've been a comedian for much longer
now than when I first read it and now even further levels to it.
SL
But it was a really different time it is a really different time now to when I was
writing about it. When a young person here in Yeovil ask me after the gig what's your
advice for becoming a comedian . The problem is I wrote this book and half the book
is about the creative process How do I write a joke but half of it is just about trying to
live as a comedian . Which at the point when I was trying to live as comedian was
very different, the point I started act as socially very different to know so I don't
know how relevant it is . Sorry go on.
SG
So in the book, I think it is the best book about stand-up comedy there is , there are
many and there are many good ones but yours is the best
SL
I had read a lot and there is one that really upset me there is one about Dave Allen
And I could never make head of tale about Dave Allen but I really loved him as a kid
but he's really like one of us from their era , so I thought how did he write what did
he do and there is nothing in the book at all it tells us nothing . So I thought what if I
tried to write a book by comedian that was about how comedy work. Since I found a
couple. I did want to write a thing that was about mechanics.
SG
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and in that book you talk about one of the key moments in your development was
hearing Paul provenza talking about everything on the stage being inverted commas
can you talk about the sacred circle The French Buffon clown would draw around
themselves in the date.
SL
Looking at it I probably was having a nervous breakdown during that period of my
life now I look back on it . We go in search of these things don't we. People losing
their mind look for things and me kinda think I was a stand-up comedian I think I
needed it to mean something And I think it has been very helpful creatively thinking
that it means something I think you have to believe in it. Those sorts of things gave
me a way of believing in it work like bolt from the blue. sing the French claims I was
in France , rural France in 2002 and there are these drama types doing are creation
of this medieval tradition, where the people make fun of everyone and they did their
bit outside the church whether all dressed up the sex crazed members of the Catholic
church they did that bit a carnivalesque thing in the middle of the circle . You are in
that space it is a safe space. I think that about comedy, I am politically correct And I
don't like unjustifiable use of politically incorrect language I like it when it has
impact for a reason I tend to be act badly if it doesn't although it sometimes if it is
funny enough and you laugh before you make a moral judgement I do think there is
something about that space being allowed have that funny space I think it is a shame
when it is punctured by camera phones or people taking things out of it in fragments
SG
One of the things I wanted to ask you about was whether or not you see other standup comedians as being able to or so the secret clowns also being able to draw that
circle around themselves.
SL
Yeah loads of people
SG
loads people and not others?
SL
yeah I think you get it with a lot of people . You see people trying to do the magic
thing of comedy and a very difficult circumstance . Andrew O'Neill for example he
would rather spoil this by telling you he was a shaman. Finished does very
controversial that he has managed to make work in 20 minutes packages it can
happen all over the place. I don't really know enough about the day to day mechanics
I've circuit gigs at the moment to know where we are we are at in terms of the cycle
but certainly when I started out it seemed like there are lots of really mad acts the
kind of people who would now be shunted in 2 alternative comedy memorial society
all those amazing gigs but Martin Soamme runs in south London where half the
people look like they should probably be using some sort of help. that feels like when
you accidentally got to some mad then and you got what it was he still capable of
creating that sort of atmosphere. sometimes the audiences do it themselves like
Saturday night in Brighton was the theatre the dome feels like a temple of culture,
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but the audience just chose to behave like a late n live audience in 1985 . I felt like
they had just arrived did that themselves really. They made it like a ritual and stayed
to show how they wanted it to go and it was really funny, but it wasn't much to do
with me I was just sort of there in the middle of it saying things
SG
One of the things that struck me as I prepared for this interview was that I was , I get
very nervous before interviewing people and before this one I suddenly realised I
wasn't just nervous I was sort of a bit scared just bear with me I'll explain why
having met you and sit down with you I'm not really scared anymore but I did feel
that of all the people I have interviewed meeting you in creating an interview with
you giving you the opportunity meet me potentially made me vulnerable because if I
, if you don't take to me if you consider me to pretentious then there is a chance
down the line I casually be sorted by 3 words in a footnote
SL
What will happen at some point will probably be when I'm improvising on stage
what will happen in the room and I'll go yeah Stuart Goldsmith asked me about that
when is podcast it will be something that connects with this because the person on
stage the comedian of Stewart Lee his job is a comedian right . So his immediate
frame of reference his comedy . There's loads of people in the 80s and 90s suddenly
there were lads do in the circuit and they talk about football or pornography and
everything would be filtered through that will you get people and what's their angle
and he only knows about comedy right so it's frames of reference are comedians it
will probably come in but it's only because it's within the threshing machine of
things that he knows about. If something surreal happens in the room I'll go with it
until it's really not working and then my escape route is if I'm talking about the
whale in a hat doing the conga or something I’d go you'd fucking love that if Noel
fielding was doing it you twats If he was here you think it's brilliant with me you're
thinking …. but I actually really really love Noel fielding I really really love Noel
fielding but it's just a funny thing it's easier to. That's what he did had talk about the
Stewart Lee it only know about. I found this interesting thing I found that I can do
that is completely change the entry level in room by choosing to walk like different
comedians to walk around how they would the audience get it they sort of get it
when you're moving like certain type of person it's like playing guitar is a great crisp
heading track cold guitar jamboree well he does a 3 minute solo and each 10 seconds
is in the style of someone different any totally get who it is I can do with just how
someone is on stage the movements of Michael McIntyre the Urgent care jerky
phrenetic precision. and the sort of pleading kind of sort of chimp legs dance Russell
Howard suits that cleaning stuff meet halfway stuff And I find it really funny to do
that he says he's doing it he knows how to do it he says he doesn't like everyone but
he knows how to do it. But Stuart Goldsmith will be some bloke his recorded
hundreds of hours of interviews in about 10 people in the room of the front 50 will
know what that is
SG
I love how you take this on by going yeah I probably am going to do this
SL
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one night when the Daily Telegraph critic was in this is the thing that really annoyed
me and I don't normally do things that annoy me but the Daily Telegraph bloke ,
Dominic, there's 2 Dominics ones nice the other is evil there is a good one from the
times and evil one from Telegraph. The evil Dominique came from the Telegraph. I
knew the press were in and when the press are in I don't pretend that they're not I go
right its press night tonight so if you can help me out I'm gonna tell you I'm gonna
do this this and this and that that is funny because of this . I don't try and play it in
lab conditions. The TV guy writes the funny things in the Telegraph and he will do
this thing where he reviews one of my things and says that he likes a bit then at
about 6 months later the same sort of idea will turn up in his columns and recently
he said you can do anything with facts but danced comedian Stewart Lee says, he
still stealing stuff but at least he says, And recently I said when the Telegraph people
in are you going to alright this down and give it to the person who's stealing from me
and he got so annoyed about it left half time and then he wrote this no stars review
of it I still like the top 5 searches probably because the Telegraph pay for some
algorithm From Google there just wasn't anyone else's experience from that night
except him but had chosen to come and by being there he changed it and the
character Stewart Lee he was annoyed that the Telegraph as in So what am I
supposed to do that's the only way to do it isn't if he doesn't want the Telegraph in he
doesn't want Telegraph readers to come so he would do that right so he would say
that
SG
I don't know what the scientific term is but the act of observing the thing has
changed
SL
He should have given it a really good review he should have said “he did what he
would do if I was there and I was”
SG
so when you talk about the Threshing machine that the context Stewart Lee is aware
of. one of the reasons why How I escaped my uncertain fate is so good is that you’re
so good and having your cake and eating it and having it again and eating it again.
one of the ways, the areas for me when I have seen you live over the last 20 years, I
remember seeing the one where you talked almost exclusively about the platypus
being a monotreme telling us all about the world.
SL
probably why I gave up was during that I was really starting to get somewhere in
terms of losing the crowd and bringing them back And I remember this one night
why had 20 minutes where half of them were going what's going on And I was
keeping the ones on side in and then I got it back I was working 10 minutes ahead in
my brain I'm thinking if I do this here I do that to that person later and then I got
reviewed in the independent and they went 2 stars at one point he loses the crowd
for 20 minutes and then miraculously it manages to come back. it wasn't miraculous
I was trying to do that And I did it I thought this is pointless the thing that I feel is
where I'm going they think it's a mistake what's happened by accident and now that
is the sort of thing that people like that feeling appearing to go nowhere so did stop
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for a bit after that it was probably the monotreme. The weird thing about that of
course that might have been quite a good show I don't know I can't remember but I
haven't got the notes for it And I haven't filmed it will record it because now
everyone would even for your own reference it's weird all the stuff that is lost from
the 80s and 90s. In the book having your cake and eating it , you are so good at
having your cake and eating it, anyone who hasn't read the book it is the transcript
of 3 shows with copious foot notes explaining there the contacts of them and what
you are thinking at the time.
SL
although again to get bogged down in this the person writing the footnote doesn't
really like the person doing the acting
SG
this exactly my point because you are able to explain I wouldn't do that bit I wouldn't
do that again and also at the same time you are able to sort yourself the people
you're talking about and you're ready to insult people you are insulting on stage in a
different way. it's like a multiple pronged attack. but I do think there is a difference
in tone And I think as a reader I can ascertain when you are calling your wife Bridget
Christie greedy or when you are referring to Kitson as a bald bug eyed woman hating
racist, there is a difference in tone when you are slamming someone you clearly love
and when you are doing a longer bit of material which is in inverted commas about a
figure in the public eye or comedian . It is interesting to me I think you are aware
that it is fascinating an unnerving to the comedy circuit the comedy community is
that exists the difference in tone. going back I've just been swimming in stuff for the
last month And I really feel.
SL
thank you by the way because often when you do this you feel... I got interviewed by
James noherty who are clearly never seen anything I had ever done and was
basically working off Daily Mail reviews, so it was really hard to say anything
because all his basic premises were they were fake news.
SG
you are aware of the implications and the consequences of you getting the character
Stewart Lee.
SL
there have been situations I love doing the Galway festival And I like what I like is
Kevin who's rights all those gigs in Ireland.
SG
Kevlar
SL
I love the rooms in Galway I love What I like to do in Galway is go off on my own
because all the pubs have these amazing musicians in them just playing And I just
like to get a pint of Guinness and some Irish whiskey and with my ancestors daze
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imagining then I've connected with my ancestors. I really really love go away anyway
I did a gig go away a couple of years ago and we are doing this Comedy Festival And
I went in the bar immediately outside outside the venue and there was someone I
knew there who I knew unlike but he was with this friend whose drunken a bit of
hard work and then I thought I'll go up to where the comics are and then another
one told me everyone who is in there and they were all people that I had done jokes
about I thought I can't really go in there it will be awful so I had to go off on my own
because I couldn't really face it. Other times I don't really understand it because
people have done a thing about me I think it's funny I don't like it when stuff made
up about stuff that I've not said or whatever I don't do that. This is funny thing was
doing this sort of parody but how Russell Brand talked about racism and the good
thing about doing stuff for the BBC or DVD releases obviously get checked by
lawyers they go through everything really carefully so for example certain times I
have quoted Cameron and 2 words different save to turn everything around so it's
not quite as funny but it is accurate for law. There's this thing I made up but Russell
Brand saying racism made his Weiner go small and they said you can't say that he
didn't say that. I'd say it's like a parody, in a room people would have understood
that. So then I did this thing why cut in an interview with Johnny Vegas where he's
really having a go at me about how I misquote people and lie about And I end up
saying because it doesn't matter the even though he didn't say it the essence of it is
true and it is up to me to decide… so is this arrogant character saying that my jokes
are more important than the truth and it is obviously it does 2 things it has its cake
and eats, it covers the legal implications of the joke but it also makes it a character
joke about the arrogance of me the writer thinking it's OK to misrepresent people for
comic effect. there's a clip of that floating about on YouTube and there are all these
pricks underneath going “Vegas has seen through him”. he's called him out on what
an arsehole he is. The full thing I said to him you just gotta really go for this and
don't let me get off the hook unlike I would put out a thing on my own DVD that
made me look really stupid. my sister is very worried about the hostility Chris Morris
displays to me he says why do you have that man picking on me as though I haven't
got any control over. the interesting thing about fact checking where we are at now
with comedy is this is a problem that we have now as a liberal comedian. liberal
comedians come out of a tradition of liberal satire and liberal satire is is through the
traditional media on radio through the BBC through the Guardian whatever you get
a DVD at and everything has to go through lawyers so you can't say some mad thing
about Cameron but the stuff that platforms it has to be true where is the right
comedy is on blogs and Twitter is unregulated so they are not accountable in any
way they can be much more extreme an attention grabbing people like Milo what's it
because they're not going through these conventional channels that we will come
through a joke about an issue would be fact checked The BBC were very hot on that
with me the punchline could be a generalization or an exaggeration but the start
point had to have a relationship with fact . The start point that sets up funny on on
the breitbart website can be utterly untrue and move on from there. Again its people
going Oh they don't have chubby Brown on telly because he's politically incorrect it's
not just that it's just that a lot of the things he's politically incorrect about are not
true. so if he says there is 10,000,000 Islamic immigrants living on benefits and
then a funny thing about them the first bit is not true so he would need to find a
factually accurate way to get into the bit about how they wear their hats. All those
things do eventually get run past people. The thing I did about James Cordon, I did a
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bit about being beaten at the Baftas by a chat show and then I was really annoyed
about it . The weird thing was that I had won a bafta the way year before but I didn't
mention that but the thing about James Corden the reason I did that about James
Corden, the thing I did was this thing about James Corden is that he's always saying
he likes me but he didn't stick up for me at the Baftas. but the thing was James
cordon was always saying in interviews that he thinks I'm great and people the BBC
said he had told them that he really liked my show I used to do this bit on stage, but
I cut it for time in the end . I was in the King's head working out that stuff for the
series in Crouch End and Pete Graham said to me “Oh just so you know James
Corden has wanted tickets and I've let him in” And I went Oh where is he sitting
because if he's in the audience it will really fuck it up because everyone will be
looking at him Oh he's just sitting in the dark corridor bit I thought well I don't want
to talk to him because it will be all good for him as much as anything it will be weird
for the audience. so I pretended not to notice him, so I didn't have to have a
conversation with him, but I had to squeeze past him 5 or 6 times in a night have
this thing. because I knew that he really did like me, So I thought it be really funny to
moan about him liking me in to say that he let me down by not fighting Graham
Norton. I thought he would think it's funny to realise that his presence had gone into
this story. I do it with a lot of people who say they like me and to be honest people
do it to me I really like the fall And I don't know what marky Smith but is always
slagging me off on stage I went to see them I went to see them in may this year he
did this one 20 minute track there was normally about 8 minutes and massively it
seemed to me it seemed to accommodate 3 minutes attacking me. it made me laugh
to be honest. I thought it was funny.
SG
When you said you're the opportunity to talk to James Corden in that moment and
he didn't want to be that the crux of it you could have popped in and said hello mate
I know you like my stuff I'm just gonna do some stuff…
SL
the problem is that if you're sort of in the world of them you can't operate as freely
because you are compromised by your relationships with people
SG
in the same way that a comedy critic can't be friends with comedians.
SL
you have to make a lonely life for yourself, and he wouldn't do that the person on
stage wouldn't do that he would take it as a sign of their weakness that they had
come to see him.
SG
And does it compromise the person on stage If you have said hello because then you
would he would the vulnerable to James Corden sitting in the audience I'm going
that's not what you said on stage
SL
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you have to keep out of it all, but it is true.
SG
is that lonely do you feel in terms of the comedy community your self-ostracised for
the higher principle I've been able to do the work.
SL
but it's awkward now anyway I don't think I'll do circuit gigs again which I'll miss it
is all good for all sorts of reasons which have crept up me and I never realised which
is if I do a circuit gig and everyone else in the room at the back is 27 it's just awkward
it's like the teacher has turned up at the sixth form disco I feel like I have ruined it
for everyone else I have ruined their night out.
SG
by being old or by being you
SL
By both by being me and by being old. For years people have said to me all the
accented like you And I was not really aware of this but it's changing now anyway
but a couple of times I was on and there was someone on who was exactly like me
And I thought it was very weird particularly about 10 years it happened that the first
person on did me exactly and moved around the room in the way I did And I thought
you know what you think you're homage-ing someone.. but at the time I was living
in A one bedroom flat above a shop and critical acclaim was massively
disproportionate to my earnings as it was until very recently stop And I thought you
can't just do me because I need to do me to make a living out of it I don't want
everyone else doing it I'm watering it down.
SG
That's one of the markers of being so influential I'm sure Kitson thinks the same
thing when Oh Send see someone population someone who's observation all comedy
about emotions
SL
it's hard to know coz lots of them try to do
SG
Not even knowing that they're trying to it's just that's what comedy is that's what
their stuff is
SL
To do kitson and you have to live kitsons life. Which means no one wants to do that
do you know it's hard it's sort of it often provides a gateway for people and they tend
to do different things
SG
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I thought I'd slipped up when I sent you the second last email I sent you And I was
and we were trying to organise meetings And I said something about a different
profile and I talked about my the nerds that listen to this show coming and talking
it's so much easier than you they come and talk to me you've discussed it and then
you haven't spoken to a person and as I said I went oh God that's a bit a bit like you
talking I've grown up listening to you
SL
it's just a bit like What I find now is have to be sort of presidential you know you
have to be really careful you don't say anything that could be well I was out the other
night I actually bumped into some people I knew who work in comedy they were
laughing about how they didn't like one act and then another person there was
someone was from a big agency I thought I can't appear to express any opinion on
this as it happened I thought the act there was good but I couldn’t laugh along with
anything Because that would become a thing for that person they would go away and
say he was doing this so I have to be and about 5 or 6 years ago I started getting
emails all the time by newspapers saying would you like to write or interview this
comedian that we all think is really great who you told him to become a comedian
and said he should move to London and become a comedian I was like did I they're
going yeah he was from Scandinavia and he was no one I'd ever heard of right I've
never even seen him and then his press release comes that he'd moved to London at
the suggestion of Stewart Lee to go there to do stand up and so all these journalists
are ringing me up And I worked out what it was right when I did Carol bears club in
Paris in about 2005 this comedian was working behind the bar he was a barman and
at the end of the night he said to me I've never seen stand up before that was really
good if I wanted to be a stand up what should I do And I went for starters Move to
London because there's loads of clubs there and it's a good place to start and that
became that right that I'd personally sort of mentored this figure right so you have to
like really really be on it and also I can't really remember who everyone is now like
there's thousands of them and they all look the same to me and also I watch a lot of
kids telly with my kids and a lot of the 20 something comedians are on kids telly as
well and so sometimes I see someone And I think there from milkshake or
something but there are actually some new major Avalon signing.
SG
Is there an argument that suggest those sort of abuse is such is that Scandinavian act
those sort of thing are the price you pay for being so well respected, well loved. like
your name carries so much weight and people are going to exploit that.
SL
first of all I don't think necessarily I am, this idea that I'm well-loved and well
respected A I don't feel particularly well love I've got 600,000 words of dossier… the
second thing is respected let's look at the facts of it right there was never any
enthusiasm from one series to the next at the BBC to re Commission it they sort of
would do in the end because the sheer weight of a claim would have made
embarrassing . But it was always difficult for the comedy pub department to get it
through. people come up to me, even the people the people who work for Comedy
Central come up to me and say would you do another alternative comedy experience
and I'd say no because if you remember your head if something made a statement in
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the Guardian about why they cancelled it and it was because it's all Well and good
having a clever clever type comedy with Stewart Lee but we don't find that it's
downloaded massively we don't find the clips at downloaded massively in there 1000
in our target 16 to 24 year olds demographic. that is what that's what they said. what
is true is that I am able to tour far more than people realise because I am not on
things , I don't get recognised all the time like the people that are on things and
when I do get recognised it is more difficult because people normally have more of
an opinion about me either positive or negative. I don't have a cart blanche to get the
things that I want to make done. I think in a way it was lucky that the series was
cancelled because I felt that I was sort of becoming obstruction I felt like the people
sort of thought he's got that position that you're allowed to do good comedy in I'm
really glad when they cancelled it hopefully they'll spend the money on something
else there isn't just more of the same. they've got this thing now when Nish is doing
something with the daily mash, And I hope something like that would fill the gap. so
it doesn't feel like that.
SG
but all those things almost no one gets carte blanche to do whatever they want
almost no one. you accept that you have huge critical acclaim. and you have an
enormous ticket buying public, like you said they're people who come again and
again and again, there are hundreds of thousands.
SL
but even my audience annoys other comedians if I go on a circuit gig and they don't
say that I'm on, And I used to say don't say that I'm not on because it used to annoy
me when these to have an act that cannot be named and it was someone who didn't
know who the fuck it was anyway.
SG
I've always thought that was something to do with tax. I've always assumed it was
something to do with not having visas or something.
SL
so the little club that you're doing is ready please, but they send it first of all to the
mailing list , in this mailing list sells out, then the other comics say well it didn't go
very well tonight because your audience here and they are really judgmental, they
even hate the audience.
SG
none of this detracts from what I am saying which is that bye any of these metrics
you are an enormous success . You are. More importantly than any of those metrics
the influence the influential quality that you have is that you have changed people's
lives careers and artistic aspiration, you 100% have to accept that.
SL
I'm not aware of that but again I think it's probably awful what's happening because
it's not the 80s 90s anymore, in a way you are able to do certain kinds of things
because the economics are different.
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SG
you can accept Kitson is brilliant.
SL
he probably has changed lots of people's lives and you see it in things like that sort of
theatre crossover guy he did that show team Viking. there are lots of people that
have taken Kitson esque things until the more into things like solo theatre. he
certainly helped the beard catch on. he's a beard pioneer. he really inspired me
actually in the period that I had given up I always thought he was good I had seen
him a couple of times between 2002 2004 on the the model of it that he wrote a new
show every year and toilet round and knocked it on the head and that was it and the
facts that he stop worrying about getting big audiences. I can see that he would
inspire people. The thing is I have lived a charmed life really and in the book I was
very upfront about the fluky things that happens.
SG
yes absolutely but freaky things happen to everyone, Kitson was brilliant but it really
helpfully won the award early, and then rejected it. it was a roll of the dice who wins
maybe 6 people get nominated their rule great, but he still might not have won it
everyone has their own fluke.
SL
but winning the Perrier…
SG
of course what I'm trying to say is that it sounds like a version of career dysmorphia
well you can't accept did actually, why can't you what else could you have that you
want?
SL
nothing . And that again is partly why after this I need to stop and work out what is
the right thing to do creative and ethically . Because What I have tried to do recently
to meet the demand for audiences for a couple of reasons one said that I've got this
platform for the future and Secondly I want to defeat ticket touts and it amuses the
fuck out of me, they buy 10 tickets for Salford keys because it has nearly sold out…
SG
and you know what tickets they are…
SL
and then I put an extra date on bang, and they are stuck with hundreds of pounds of
stuff That they can't do anything with. I like that and I hate them personally because
they sometimes get in touch with you and they're really rooty and patronise it And I
find them on the internet and contact them and say stop selling my stuff and they
say I'm helping you out you fucking cunt, they don't understand anything about…
the next thing right is that either have to do less shows where not everyone that can
come can come or I have to start doing the o2 and stuff and the thing I think about
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that is maybe I can do it but in a way that has some kind of relational critical
relationship with the stadium gig.
SG
that would be interesting
SL
it would be yes. it would be a project that needs more than just me and James
hingley and a van. the thing about the shows with set I always think can James
Henley get them in the van. I like to keep the touring unit small, it's not just about
being mean with money it's about the dynamics of being on the road. you can have
quite good fun with 2 people beyond that it becomes like you're some peoples boss
and you've got to decide who's having dinner.
SG
so you could kind of do an arena ironically.
SL
you could put something else on the screens I don't wanna talk about it too much
because I've got ideas for it but the other thing that's happened is there's some sort
of thing of can you stand up on telly but not having commissioned through comedy
department because the people in comedy commissioning don't always seem to like
me.
SG
like Alan Moore making porn rather than making sexy comics but it's not d and
getting told its not sexy comics and Alan going no it's porn.
SL
the people in art documentary and drama like me a lot more than the people in
comedy commissioning. I've had loads of outstanding commissions from theatres
and stuff. 5 top places of said if you want to develop work.. really I like stand up you
know about Alan war saying this is porn Dave Gorman did a thing years ago where
when he . Younger listeners won't remember but when Dave Gorman is one of the
people that changed what stand up could be in Britain I started doing long form
shows and they weren't what Sean Hughes or Greg fleet had been doing narratively
things they were almost like documentary about an idea I had supported with slides
I'm fine material and that's something that lots will do 7 to 5 years later everyone
was firing images off the laptop. he found it useful to this insist that's theatres
around the country didn't billet a stand-up comedy because even though it was he
wanted them to come in with a different set of expectations. What I have tried to do
is the opposite of that, is some of the things that I do stay perilously close to
performance art or theatre but I don't call them that I always call them stand up
because people come along thinking it will be fun there is the last half an hour in the
TV series that to all intents and purposes was if I developed it in a different thing
would be a performance where I'm imagining seeing ghosts there is 20 minutes dead
air in that, it was all Building towards this pay off, an idea of some victim who's
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falling off at work. but it is interesting trying to do that to people on Saturday night,
that's more interesting than doing it at the ICA really. can you do it in this place.
SG
if you did manage to, like what would be a marker for you, is it possible that you will
do a thing the makes you go that was a success.
SL
this show is different to other ones. this show is much more straight forward.
SG
you really look like you are enjoying yourself. even if you're particularly truculent.
SL
I am enjoying myself, but I also felt that a lot of my audience are Guardian reading
liberals. they are having a bad time that that lot, they're having their values
trampled, everything we've worked towards is being systematically trampled, I did
feel necessarily it was the time to spend an hour attacking their values and then 45
minutes of the second half attacking my own. I thought it was time for them to have
fun. it's not a step forwards is a step sideways it's a different kind of thing. so it does
feel worth doing because it has changed. the criticism of the comedy vehicle was an
attempt to take all the things I have been doing for the past few years 2 an absolute
extreme level. I think that one of the exciting things is that next time I do stand-up
tour the world will be different. can you be ironically un-PC we're being un-PC is
actually the dominant political narrative. I think people have to think very carefully
about that and someone I know who writes 4 famous comedian was sad that the was
more than sad they were distraught that there ironic anti little bit have become a
thing that got tens of millions of hits on a bright but website cool stop because we
cannot control context because we sort of forget we live in the liberal bubble of the
circuit that the world is really changing fast. the husband of an American comedian I
know said that this comic had done things 5 years ago ironically about race because
she had friends of all different races which she felt entitled to what she didn't know if
she could do them now post trump because they would sound like an endorsement
of the mainstream political view a piss take of what was a sort of unpopular one.
again the character of me has changed because the power balance in the world has
changed. you have asked me something that made me think which is what more do
you want. and actually nothing.
SG
then why aren't you happy?
SL
I know I get annoyed at my wife with this because you’re selling out Brighton dome
and you've only been on TV once which was have I got news for you and by your own
admission was awful because Jack Dee did a joke about her tits in the opening line
which puts it in a difficult position for the next half hour. so I do find myself saying
this to other people, all sorts of comics, that the very idea even making any living
office is off the scale amazing. this tour will balance a lot of the books. I just really
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want to be concentrating on staying alive long enough to look after the kids as they
grow up. so I probably need to do a bit less gigs and lose some weight. the thing I do
regret though is it's hard to know what's going on in comedy because you can't be
Incognito anywhere either, and if I just think I'll pop down to Soho theatre and see
this show that's on for 3 nights which everyone said was good in Edinburgh It's like
Oh he's come. you can't get a handle on it. if you make a list of 50 people you think
that would be good for magazine 750 haven't mentioned are annoyed. everything
difficult is what to write about? Because I don’t have adventures anymore. I mean
Phil Nichol wrote a lot of great shows out of having adventures and he was able to
extend the period of adventures that normally ends by the age of 35 well into his late
40s, you know? He had adventures; I’ve never been the sort of person who has
adventures. And a lot of crises that are in my life now are about the children’s
relationships with the school, or with experiences of being bullied, or about our
relationship as a family with people we have to interact with. You can’t really write
about those because I don’t think it’s fair. If I write about someone else now, it’s not
like when I was just doing it in a cellar, thirty times to fifty people. People will see it,
and they go. It’s not fair on them, I don’t think it’s fair to leave a trace of emotional
interaction with a person who didn’t know they were becoming. I do have issues with
this, a lot of these confessional shows. I worry that in ten years’ time, you’re going to
think, god, I wish I hadn’t changed that person’s life by making them the focus of
something. So things don’t happen to me. And in a way, in a way it doesn’t matter.
Because the act is trying to be a comedian, so there is always the struggles of that,
but it is increasingly difficult to know what to write about. I think this global political
crisis will maybe have something. But I, don’t... There are things that will happen to
the kids that I would love to write about, but I can’t because they’re in schools and it
will be about their teachers, or their… Although, in the comedy vehicle Last series. A
lot of things that happened to kids remined me of things that happened to me. Like
being kicked into the urinal and urinated on in infant school which I had forgotten
about. Unsurprisingly, I had managed to supress that memory. So you end up
writing about them, by writing about yourself. In a way. Because they make you
think about things. I have a very happy marriage, I’m not about to get divorced and
have ten minutes about that. Everyone that I am really close to that could die, has
died. Which is very thoughtful of them? So I haven’t got a “oh my relatives are dead”
show up the road. So it’s weird.
SG
Send terms of where it could go next for you . What you want from your career. Are
you professionally happy? are you satisfied?
SL
yes I am what has changed is the kids are getting to that age well you need to be
around for homework so I won't do it all like this again physically and in terms of
family I can't do it I won't be away for that many dates. I'm not sure what sort of
show I do next time. I remember the Max in one of the reasons he like did the sitcom
was that he didn't have to talk because he had a family as if there was a way of
striking a balance. when I first pitched comedy vehicle on BBC 2 I said I wanted to
do it like Dave Allen well you do something every 2 or 3 years because Dave Allen
when I was a kid he didn't seem to have to go on chat shows because every 2 or 3
years you do a show and every would go great and it might just be an hour long
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special but it's difficult for TV to think like that now they want to keep the stuff
rolling along if there was some way of having a relationship with a broadcast that
would let me do an hour long special every 2 years off the back of having done less
touring which been used to work that material out that would be great, but on the
flip side of that With the kids starting to be teenagers I'd like to be forgotten to the
point where I can still play to audiences but I'm not talk to because it's awkward for
them and sometimes they get treated differently because there is a sort of perception
that the parents are comedians and I'd like that to go away they didn't really know
that we were until kids school started telling them . Which was confusing for them
because they cannot possibly understand How I could be a comedian. they saw bit
me once and could not understand why anyone…
SG
I've got some friends who are hippies and they said to me recently that their 12-yearold has just realised they are poor.
SL
I remember that happening. it's weird when kids realise things. obviously realising
that your poor is much worse than realising your parents are comedians
SG
Well is it
SL
often the to go hand in hand which is even worse.
SG
you have mentioned regrets earlier on and you mentioned more recently the idea
that you were not exactly ostracised but excluded from the community. He must
have notice that start to happen , you must have decided to stick to the principle
then wind it back in.
SL
There are times when it has been useful, and I regret the collateral damage . For
example after the second series of comedy vehicle, the head of comedy at the BBC
set at the moment they were not going to Commission another series but it might
help if I was to become more of a BBC 2 personality I could I appear on things as
myself hosting things. And I said I absolutely don't want to do that ; I don't have
time to do that because it's not interesting to me. And will undermine the character.
I thought anybody could see that perhaps you could host something on the culture
show he was pushing this idea then I'd host the culture show So what I did I wrote a
really horrible 10 minutes about the culture show say it was a children's program
from a collapsed Soviet state really slagging off all the presenters individually and
saying how insulting it was they thought I would appear on the culture show.
SG
“I am culture”
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SL
And I did that bit partly because I thought it was funny but partly 2 absolutely
eliminate the possibility then I would not be asked to do that for early part of the
routine comma and I like the culture show I think they did a good effort to do some
culture on telly about 3 early versions of routine I did it about why I didn't want to
be like Lauren Laverne then I realised it was much funnier to say Andrew Graham
Dixon. because it wasn't the same power balance, And I heard she found out about it
and she said somewhere that I was a horrible bully do material picking on people
And I do like it I think she's talented and clever but I felt like I had to do it I had to
burn my bridges with this thing so that they weren't going to ask me to do it again.
and also the panel shows and things when I was really trying to get going again in
2005 there was this sort of assumption that if you were any good you go on a panel
show now I don't really like panel shows I'm not very good on them but also it was
sort of helpful 2 absolutely sort of scorched earth it to remove even the possibility of
doing it so it wasn't a distraction in the forward motion of what you're trying to do if
I wasn't thinking Oh maybe I should be on a panel show I'd make it impossible to
even think about it so just have to concentrate on the work rather than some
shortcut by that I don't have remotely a strong opinion about them as I pretend to
on stage you just can't even do them. the culture show is one that I do regret, I
remember people being incredibly upset about what I said coz it's like I am the sort
of act that people in the culture show like which is why the head of BBC 2 comedy
probably thought I'd be good at it. with me I either want to be making the program I
want to make or nothing.
SG
and how does that factor into your desire to not need tour as children become
teenagers. Andrew bloom said on this show years ago I'll be happy to just be
backstage just for last Montreal and for someone to go this is your chance if you
don't do this you're just going to be playing colleges, the but I want to play colleges,
and it took the wind out of the guy. now he's got 2 kids he said he’d happily go
skipping with 3 cocks in his mouth if he could get them.
SL
And that is the problem because I really do like touring I will I will have to do it last I
don't like being away from the kids, but I loved coming over Salisbury plain in a
white van yesterday I'm going past Stonehenge on the way to Yeovil. I love going
around Britain I find it really interesting the last 15 years when I really started doing
a lot seeing how the country's changed is changing and the dynamics of places. I love
this time of year going over the Cairngorms to Dundee, I like the rituals of the places
that you're going to going back to the same pubs and shops seeing the same people
that run the theatres I really like the 2 and a half hours that I am on stage I really
like it. weirdly it is like time to yourself.
SG
I've got a one year old and I totally relate to that.
SL
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I really get that in London where I get up at 6:30 I'm bridge might be away on tour
so get them up and take them to school I write all day I get the kids at 3:30 I did the
homework in their tea and then it is 1 at Leicester Square, don't have to get out be on
stage 7 so I go to the babysitter at 6, then the moment I get on stage rather than
being Oh no panic it's like oh great I can just mess around. And I sort of know
what's going to happen within certain parameters And I probably have a glass of
wine at half time or the end so it kinda feels like a nice out fun thing to do, but what
is sad about that though yes I went to Brighton recently and my old school friend is
48 and he's part of a dad punk band and they rehearse once a week so they can do
gigs another peoples fun thing is their hobby but with us it's all mixed up with work.
The thing you love doing also becomes the thing that you have to think about in
quite a different way, I've managed to ruin a number of areas of my life like that I
like lots of music one of the areas of music I like is improvise music, free jazz and
I've been going to see it for 20 years before anyone notice tie was also that comedian
but when it was noticed that I was that comedian I was asked to write more about it
and present things about it which has been great it's been really interesting watching
those peoples process is I'm hugely inspirational play it is also sad because I can't
just go the vortex now on a Tuesday night and with anonymity and enjoy watching .
There's always some sort of negotiation with people and it's really nice And I met
people but I'm on speaking terms with the sort of my heroes it's weird but also you're
sort of in it now. I went to Rome with the kids. And one of the things that I have
always wanted to look at, was the temple of Saturn, which is where we get… the ruins
of the temple of Saturn… where we get the idea of the saturnalia which is another
comedy thing. The roman week where the peasants could dress as roman senators
and all norms were reversed. I was quite interested in things like that. So obviously
it’s a ruin now. The kids were waiting at the bottom of the hill which is nice of them.
Because I wanted to have a little moment with the temple of Saturn. I was sort of
looking at it, on my own. This bloke stood in front of me, sort of looking at me and
went “are you Stewart Lee?” I thought, you know what, I’m going to say no. So said,
no I’m not. I thought he’d just leave me alone. Just so I could look at this.
SG
But you accidently said it, using the voice of, the comedian, Stewart Lee.
SL
then I looked and they were then hiding at the bottom of the hill taking photos of
me. And then I was like “ah don’t do that you prick!” but as I said that I sort of
thought, that’s also funny as they’ve got a much better anecdote. I gave them a really
good anecdote.
SG
in that particular place.
SL
I am aware that that is a funny thing that you can do if you can give people not what
they wanted but something else that is better which is your horrible to them actually
when I get stopped I try to be really patient with everyone interrupt you because I
feel like the world is getting so nasty it also feels subversive to be nice to someone. I
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saw this guy, there's a charity shop in Camden that I walked past every day and for
years I've been looking at the bloke behind the counter thinking I know him I know
who that guy is . But I couldn't play some. He is about 60 odd then one day I got out
of the car there with my little girl and he came out of the shop with the dog on a lead
and my little girl started talking to the dog and he started talking to her and she was
being nice to dog And I went I know who you are your (Ian) Knox from the vibrators
and he goes yeah And I went my rubbish band supported you in 1989 and he went
well look at you you've got a car and I've got nothing and walked off. And I was like
Oh he's given me a punk rock anecdote. I've told it to you now it is better than him
going Oh hello how are you. It’s much better being insulted by the lead singer of the
vibrators, because I’ve got a car, and it’s Not a great car it's a Vauxhall Passat, it
wasn't like a Rolls Royce or something.
SG
A couple of things quickly And I appreciate you don't necessarily want to reveal
content of the content provider show is there a bit where you do impressions of lots
of people saying a thing. Is that , which I laughed at so much, that clowning the
eating I think you're the only people I can think of that can-do cerebral clowning like
really . I tried clowning as a younger man, And I was really fucking terrible at it. I
could never have, you know you need to only emotion, to stand there and take it.
which only now I realise what I was feeling to do. I wonder if that section was a
coded not quite an apology to Russell Howard but the area in which you are talking
…
SL
well there's a bit I did about 10 years ago which I got the idea from a charity…, it was
a press thing that went out. And one side of it was because he was doing this massive
thing for charity, and because it was an Avalon press release it was a standard thing.
And the other side was all about the massive turnover of his tours and DVD sales.
Because what they do, is they never miss an opportunity for marketing. And one of
the ways they market their acts, is to talk about how much they earn. Because that
then, umm
SG
It carries a mystique
SL
It makes them look important. And at the same time there was a news story about
how much he earned a year which at some point must have been signed off by that
company or they would have not denied it when asked about it. Because the
perception that he earned that much was useful to them. And I thought it was funny
that there were these two stories in opposition. One about the altruism of the
product and then, also, its massive earning potential. Which seemed to work. I'm
sure that most people watching that understood it but the point where it was written
the status of me the point where that was written I was not pulling these kinds of
crowds. but then it hangs around and a lot of people seem to talk about it without
having seen it. the bit in the new show it was about some neighbours having parties
all the time, the sort of people that were 20 somethings and and comedians, so they
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had to have family money. There was a really old lady that lived underneath and that
was really nice, and she wasn't very well, and they just put a note through door
saying we're having a party come round if you want . Most people in the street were
pensioners who lived there since the war . These sort of people that are like cultural
tourists through a depressed part of London it isn't now, hackney.
SG
do you mean comedians?
SL
no they were just young people.
SG
young rich kids.
SL
It was like 4 or 5 in the morning and they were still banging on And I went out And I
could see a guy through the window DJ ing in a motorcycle crash helmet which
really annoyed me and then there's a guy outside shouting I went up to him and
went what are you doing and he said Oh I'm shouting to get in mate I said how old
are you because I just couldn't understand that he could be so self-unaware to have
no sense that they could be families. and he went I'm 26 mate And I went how old
are you and he said 26 mate and I was standing in the street. so angry about what he
was saying but just also about him calling me mate. I went back in and my wife
pointed out, but I wasn't wearing pants I was wearing a dressing gown and a pair of
walking boots. but it's just that guy annoyed me. but that was weird right because 2
weeks later at the kids football on Saturday morning one of the dads is a lecturer in
something or something said do you live on so and so road and I went yeah, and he
went you to one of my students to fuck off. at 4 o'clock in the morning. because I'm
aware it just rumbles on this thing I just thought let's do it Again because it's more
annoying to do it again. It is also true that my stepbrother 18 months ago who's got
every right to do so but he thinks my act is awful. you see people on the internet who
go “who is this cunt so unfunny” Ah my stepbrother is like that it's just beyond him
why would anyone like it. so when you say do you appreciate that you are well
respected I just think that half my family are embarrassed or baffled by me. because
I have sort of swap sides in life.
SG
how do you mean you swap site in life?
SL
when I got into college my mum thought great. to get a good job. not have to struggle
like me. the problem is you get a liberal education and you become a liberal. not
someone who wants to vote Tory and work in office. Anyway 18 months ago we were
out with the kids, we just bought tickets to go and see Russell Howards at the Royal
Albert Hall. And I probably looked a bit crestfallen because he would never come to
see me and if you ever does talk about it's just that he finds it you can't even believe
that anybody would go. I can't remember what I said but he said yes as opposed to
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you because you are the most critically acclaimed comedian in Britain. and he said
that in a sarcastic way. which I thought was funny because I sort of am sometimes.
but he sort of said it sarcastically because it wouldn't even occur to him that I could
possibly be because it's so bad. so that's why I've been saying it on stage because it's
sort of funny because it locates that joke in the reality that it's all very well for that
audience to think that I'm great want to see me but for most people for most people
inside this little world including members of my own family I'm not the proper
comedian I'm someone that can do it that isn't on the things that they watch. my
mum I think went to her grave thinking that I had failed which is really sad she kept
clippings and things but should still be saying to me are you going to do cruises. and
she was trying to be helpful. because it's not from their world.
SG
my mum has never seen me stand up and I’ve been going for 12 years my sister only
saw me do stand up for the first time a couple months ago, my dad's a bit more into
it he'll come and see me in Edinburgh if he's there, is it not the responsibility of the
artist to go it doesn't matter. to isolate yourself from that and go actually it's for me.
SL
yes absolutely but it was funny to make out that you are… Funny enough my
stepfather the last few years had come up to Edinburgh he came to see me he really
likes Bridget stuff a lot which is hilarious and then one year he started to go see all
sort things off his own back and he be like yeah I want to see so and so it was
interesting because it was sort of like a club set. And I was like eh he is 82 and he's
the Steve Bennett of pensioners. because they go and see a few things and if they go
and see a few things they realise there's all different ways of doing it your family. if
they've only seen Michael McIntyre on telly and you of course they think you're
terribly coz I think why aren't you in a football stadium running around fast. why are
you in the small room standing still it just seems wrong to them. You think they'd be
proud but people are often embarrassed most of the time especially because you
know they've been 2 or 3 things where the only time is my mum friends would hear
about me is if the sorts of papers they read conducted a campaign to essentially have
my work banned.
SG
is there do you think because you have a 40,000 words document all about your life.
SL
I've stopped doing it now.
SG
do you still Google yourself?
SL
if there is a new show I'll checkout what people are saying about it or whatever but
not the systematically as I used to. because there is also so much now.
SG
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I can't imagine that a positive effect on your mental health.
SL
It well it may not have had a positive effect on my mental health, but it had a positive
effect on the act which is I decided to become more like the thing that they appear to
hate. so if they went this is politically correct bullshit, I’d go right I think that's a
good thing. and if they say you are a middle-class snob I thought well I'll sort of go
with that. or if they're just really really racist people that hate you just try not to be.
try more to not be racist. in a way the character in the second series was sharpened,
by looking at what people hated in the first series I'm being more like what they
hated. it was sort of a collaborative process. The newspaper columns that I do for the
newspaper I do when David Mitchell is Hill which is a lot and below the line
comments for those fantastic is because we're starting to realise is that a lot of traffic
on discussions about ukip and trump and brexit it is engineered by bots. Oh by
people who are in the pay of Putin and this isn't paranoid conspiracy theories we
now know the 25% of posts on the internet that were pro leave before the
referendum the orchestrated by the right wing think tank. I don't know why this is a
bigger story. so when I write those articles he realised you're sort of in combat. not in
combat but the response the article… I wrote an article about the Chinese
government and the inability of the people in the Chinese government to disguise
themselves as normal posters. They would go “it has just occurred to me that the
Chinese post war economy has been a model example of growth” just something that
no one would say. the other thing of course is that you have people really hate you
then operate under a variety of identities simultaneously it appeared to have
dialogue with each other all of which are fabricated. the newspaper column
sometimes I write things in them because precisely it will amuse me what will
happen below the line. last week I wrote that we were going to deport loads of
attractive young Polish woman and imports back to Britain loads of leather skinned
racists Currently living in Spain. And I knew that then go he calls himself a liberal,
but this is actually virtue signalling. he has demonised the working class. so I just
thought yeah I will do that, and other people will argue with them and it will be
really funny. because partly those about what will be funny and then happen. also
write something one week that will generate content that you can write about the
next week.
SG
are you happy?
SL
Yeah. Certainly I would never imagined that I would have this life and what we can't
seem to do is to make the nuts and bolts of life work in terms of Bing around with
the kids because we're both have this mentality well we didn't come from much I
think we should work a lot was the opportunity are there. and we don't have pension
plans or whatever, I'm sure anyone would have the same mindset, the large part of
life is passing us by because we're working nights all the time and we have to be
really careful to block out spaces to do kids holidays what weekend otherwise it
disappears. but they are robust little kids I think partly they are because they've
spent every summer in Edinburgh and they are exposed to all kinds of different
funny people. the very non-judgmental because of our lives, I sometimes say I can't
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believe some of the people you have met you've met major cultural figures of the
20th century some of them have given you a bear. we need to make life work more
how to make life work more would mean we are putting the comedy downscaling it a
little bit. when people say the shows good one of the stars is simply Did I did it for
months. my mum used to call me a plodder she said you're not innately clever, but
you really plod away at things. I do a show 100 times now before I think they are
ready. so whether or not I have time to carry on I don't know.
SG
very last thing I want you to be able, I personally as a fan of yours want you to be
able to walk into dressing rooms without things being awkward. and also the things
that I have read, I feel like I can see more now having seen the overview of so much
of your work. I feel like I have a much more positive attitude towards the moment
when you are on stage in inverted commas slagging off another comedian for want of
a better word. and in a way I feel like a kind of get it a bit more now Because I can
see , it is harder to see the contact when you see a routine on soon or when you get
told about it in a club, I think I've said to someone else on the show before do you
think someone like Stewart Lee is becoming a comedy police and it feels like there is
the attitude amongst new acts. it's almost like you become an arbiter. because if you
say something no matter how metatextual it is for you if we hear that you've said
something about act x.
SL
yes but all of those things tend to be part of a larger discussion.
SG
One of those hopes I had for this interview and we must now finish but one of the
hopes I had had that in some way you could go “Oh I didn't mean that and if anyone
was upset weather I'm sorry”.
SL
yeah I'm not gonna say that.
SG
no I'm not asking you to I sort of hoped in some way as a fan of yours but there could
be some sort of…
SL
yeah I don't really, I stand by everything in its context, things get, Twitter is not a
great medium for nuance. people discussing what you've done in 140 characters, and
they come from 3 years ago and hang around is it there now and they may have been
true statistically economically factually at that point but then they hang around now
and things are changing so fast there are things that you wouldn't say now that you
could have said 3 years ago they just changed because everything is changed. yeah
it's difficult.
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