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Tragedy Plus Time: Transforming Life Experience into Stand-

Up Comedy Material 

 

けA UNIVE‘SITY ﾗa KWﾐデ ﾉWIデ┌ヴWヴ ｴ;ゲ デ┌ヴﾐWS ; デWヴヴｷa┞ｷﾐｪ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWぐｷﾐデﾗ ; IﾗﾏWS┞ ゲｴﾗ┘くげ 
(Canterbury Times)1 

 

At the end of January 2015, I fell whilst jogging in snowy conditions and broke my femur. 

This led to an operation to insert a Proximal Femoral Nail Antirotation into my leg, a stay in 

a hospital geriatric ward (despite being only 49 years old at the time), and a six-month 

recovery period, during which I had to learn to walk again using first a Zimmer frame, then 

crutches and finally a stick. Ten months later, on 6th December, I was performing a full-

length stand-up comedy show about the whole experience, entitled Break a Leg, at the 

Gulbenkian Theatre Canterbury, to an audience of 176.2 

 

This was the centre of a Practice as Research project investigating the processes by which 

stand-up is made. Fﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ‘ﾗHｷﾐ NWﾉゲﾗﾐげゲ ﾏﾗSWﾉ ﾗa P;‘が デｴW Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲ ┘;ゲ ﾐﾗデ on 

けﾗ┌デゲｷSWヴげ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWが ﾗHゲWヴ┗ｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲ┌HﾃWIデ aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ W┝デWヴﾐ;ﾉ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ;ﾐS aﾗI┌ゲｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ 
such issues as interpretation and meaning ふけﾆﾐﾗ┘-デｴ;デげぶが H┌デ ヴ;デｴWヴ ﾗﾐ けｷﾐゲｷSWヴげ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWが 
aﾗI┌ゲｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ デｴW W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ;ﾐS WﾏHﾗSｷWS ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW ふけﾆﾐﾗ┘-ｴﾗ┘げぶ which I drew on in the 

ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa SW┗ｷゲｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲｴﾗ┘く TｴW ｷSW; ┘;ゲ デﾗ ｪWﾐWヴ;デW けﾆﾐﾗ┘-┘ｴ;デげ に this 

being けTｴW デ;Iｷデ ﾏ;SW W┝ヮﾉｷIｷデ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヴWaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐげ に focusing on such issues as 

methods of composition.3 As Nelson points out, けTｴW ﾆW┞ ﾏWデｴﾗS used to develop know-

what from know-how is that of critical reflection に pausing, standing back and thinking 

about what you are doing.げ4  

 

To facilitate this, I created a podcast called Breaking a Leg, in which I was able to reflect on 

the creative process whilst I was actively engaged in it, as well as reflecting on the project as 

a whole shortly after completing it. 21 episodes were recorded and released between 

August 2015 and February 2016. They are available to download for free via Jellycast and 

iTunes, and as I write this there have been 1735 downloads in total.  

 

The particular focus here is on the creative processes I used to process and transform actual 

life experience に involving both physical pain and emotional trauma に into stand-up comedy 

material. In addition to existing comic theory and writing on stand-up, I will make use of 

literature on autobiographical performance and documentary theatre, both of which 

consider the issues that arise from creating performance based on real-life incidents. I will 

also make liberal use of material drawn from the podcast and, of course, from the show 

itself.  

 



The aim is to identify the particular techniques and structures I used to create viable, 

laughter-yielding stand-up material from what was, on the face of it, comedically 

unpromising life experience. I will explore these at two levels. I will focus on the smaller 

scale, looking at how experiences can be structured into individual gags and routines; but I 

will also address broader issues, examining bigger themes and theories about how 

individuals create and appreciate humour and the communication processes between 

comedians and audiences. 

 

Context 

 

Iﾐ ヲヰヰヶが Jｷﾏﾏ┞ C;ヴヴ ;ﾐS L┌I┞ GヴWW┗Wゲ ﾐ;ﾏWS けWﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヮ;ｷﾐげ ;ゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW けゲデｷﾉﾉ 
┌ﾐ;IIWヮデ;HﾉW デ;Hﾗﾗゲげ ﾗa IﾗﾏWS┞が5 yet there is a long history of comedians getting laughs by 

talking about their own very real misfortunes. In the 1960s, Lenny Bruce got a lot of material 

out of his long-term legal difficulties, although by the time he started reading out actual 

court transcripts he suffered from diminishing returns in terms of audience laughter. 

Richard Pryor was much more successful, mining comedy gold throughout his career from 

various kinds of suffering he experienced, notably such health issues as a heart attack, 

severe burns inflicted whilst freebasing cocaine, and multiple sclerosis.  

 

More recently, there has been a marked increase in comedians tackling difficult subjects, 

particularly in hour-long themed shows at the Edinburgh Fringe. Serious illness is an 

ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ デｴWﾏWが aヴﾗﾏ AﾐSヴW VｷﾐIWﾐデげゲ Andre Vincent is Unwell (2002) に about having 

cancer に デﾗ “Iﾗデデ AｪﾐW┘げゲ ヲヰヱヶ ゲｴﾗ┘ Iげ┗W Sﾐ;ヮヮWS M┞ B;ﾐﾃﾗ Sデヴｷﾐｪ, about being diagnosed 

with HIV. 2016 also saw Richard Gadd win the Edinburgh Comedy Award for his show 

Monkey See Monkey Do, which tackled the difficulties he experienced overcoming a sexual 

assault. 

 

A number of comedians have created shows about the death of a father, for example Smug 

‘ﾗHWヴデゲげ Me D;Sげゲ DW;S (2006), and J;ゲﾗﾐ Cﾗﾗﾆげゲ Joy (2008). Indeed, in a review of Sean 

H┌ｪｴWゲげ ヲヰヱヲ ゲｴﾗ┘ Life Becomes Noises, Brian Logan notes デｴ;デ けcomedy shows about dads, 

dead and sometimes alive, are a thriving sub-ｪWﾐヴW ｷﾐ ESｷﾐH┌ヴｪｴげく6 Some of these shows 

have enjoyed considerable critical and commercial success, notabl┞ ‘┌ゲゲWﾉﾉ K;ﾐWげゲ 
Smokescreens and Castles, which won the 2010 Edinburgh Comedy Award before touring 

and being released as a DVD; and M;ヴﾆ Tｴﾗﾏ;ゲげゲ ﾗﾐW-man show Bravo Figaro, which was 

commissioned by the Royal Opera House for the Ignite Festival in 2011, reworked for the 

Edinburgh Fringe in 2012, and subsequently toured.  

 

This trend has become prevalent enough to be sent up in a recent episode of SデW┘;ヴデ LWWげゲ 
Comedy Vehicle, in which Lee complains in typically bitter and irony sodden style about the 

けﾐW┘ デヴWﾐSげ ﾗa けデｴWゲW ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ IﾗﾏｷIゲげ Sﾗｷﾐｪ けDWヮヴWゲゲｷﾐｪが ;┘;ヴS-winning, meaningful stand-up 

ゲｴﾗ┘ゲげが Iヴ┌Wﾉﾉ┞ ﾏｷﾏｷIﾆｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏ HWaﾗヴW ┌デデWヴﾉ┞ Sｷゲﾏｷゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏぎ けさOｴが Iげ┗W ｪﾗデ WI┣Wﾏ;く Iデげゲ 



ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷデIｴ┞く ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ B┌デ Iが ｷデげゲが Iげ┗W ﾏ-が ｷデげゲ デ;┌ｪｴデ ﾏW ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ ﾉｷaWく H;┗ｷﾐｪ WI┣Wﾏ;く 
C;ﾐ I ｴ;┗W ;ﾐ ;┘;ヴS ヮﾉW;ゲWいざ さOｴ に ﾏ┞ S;Sげゲ SW;Sく Aﾐげ けWげゲ SｷWSく Aﾐげ ｷデげゲ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ SWヮヴWゲゲｷﾐｪく 
But-ざ OH FUCK OFFが “HUT UPぁ ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ Gｷ┗W ┞ﾗ┌ヴ ;┘;ヴS H;Iﾆぁ ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへげ7 

 

Even outside the rarefied context of the Fringe, comedians have begun to perform material 

about personal trauma. In particular, at the Largo comedy club in Los Angeles on 3rd August 

2012, Tig Notaro based her entire half-hour set on a series of appalling events that had 

HWa;ﾉﾉWﾐ ｴWヴが ゲデ;ヴデｷﾐｪ デｴW ;Iデ H┞ ;ﾐﾐﾗ┌ﾐIｷﾐｪ ﾗ┗Wヴ デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIWげゲ ┘WﾉIﾗﾏｷﾐｪ ;ヮヮﾉ;┌ゲWが けHWﾉﾉﾗく 
Good evening, hello. I have cancerが ｴﾗ┘ ;ヴW ┞ﾗ┌いげ8 The incident was reported 

internationally. Louis CKが ┘ｴﾗ ┘ｷデﾐWゲゲWS デｴW ゲｴﾗ┘が デ┘WWデWS デｴ;デ デｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa けa handful 

ﾗa デヴ┌ﾉ┞ ｪヴW;デが ﾏ;ゲデWヴa┌ﾉ ゲデ;ﾐS┌ヮ ゲWデゲげ ｴW ｴ;S ゲWWﾐ ｷﾐ ヲΑ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗa Sﾗｷﾐｪ IﾗﾏWS┞が ;ﾐS 
released an audio download of the performance on his website.9 It was subsequently 

released as a CD on the Secretly Canadian label. 

 

The most immediate context for Break a Leg is my own experience performing stand-up. 

From 1988 to 1999, I performed professionally on the UK, as well as promoting and 

compèring a weekly comedy club, the Last Laugh, in Sheffield from 1992-97. In 2006, I did a 

show called Saint Pancreas about bringing up two children with type 1 diabetes, and this led 

to performances for various diabetes organisations in (among other places) London, 

Windsor, Glasgow and Orlando, Florida. 

 

The notebook 

 

Most theories of comedy focus on its meaning and interpretation, but some also consider 

the mental processes which occur when we create a joke. For example, the philosopher 

Noël Carrﾗﾉﾉ ﾏ;ﾆWゲ ; SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ けaﾗ┌ﾐS ｴ┌ﾏﾗ┌ヴげ ;ﾐS けｷﾐ┗WﾐデWS ｴ┌ﾏﾗ┌ヴげく Iﾐ aﾗ┌ﾐS 
ｴ┌ﾏﾗ┌ヴが け┘W ﾏ;┞ ゲ┌SSWﾐﾉ┞ ﾐﾗデｷIW ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ WﾐIﾗ┌ﾐデWヴWS ｷﾐ W┗Wryday life is in some way 

a┌ﾐﾐ┞ ふｷﾐIﾗﾐｪヴ┌ﾗ┌ゲぶげ ﾗヴ けIﾗﾏW ;Iヴﾗゲゲ ;ﾐ ;IIｷSWﾐデ;ﾉ ;Hゲ┌ヴSｷデ┞げく10 By contrast, invented 

ｴ┌ﾏﾗ┌ヴ ｷゲ けヮヴﾗaaWヴWS ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ｷﾐデWﾐデｷﾗﾐが ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデWS H┞ W┝デWヴﾐ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;ﾉ aW;デ┌ヴWゲ ﾗa デｴW 
ヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐが デﾗ ;aaﾗヴS IﾗﾏｷI ;ﾏ┌ゲWﾏWﾐデげく11  

 

The distinction, then, is between the private humorous amusement we feel when we come 

across something funny in our everyday lives, and the formal joking or comic performance 

that is shared between people with the intention of getting a laugh. Of course, invented 

humour necessarily involves an act of invention, and in naming the phenomenon of found 

humour, Carroll offers us a starting point for the creative process behind comedy. Every joke 

ever told must have started its life with this kind of noticing of something incongruous or 

absurd thus rewarding its inventor with private humorous amusement. 

 

For Bergson, this ability to find the humour in the world around us is related to detachment. 

When we really concentrate on what is going on around us and give the people surrounding 



┌ゲ ﾗ┌ヴ a┌ﾉﾉWゲデ ゲ┞ﾏヮ;デｴ┞が ｷデ Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲ ﾗ┌ヴ ヮWヴIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ゲﾗ デｴ;デ けas though at the touch of a fairy 

wand you will see the flimsiest of objects assume importance, and a gloomy hue spread 

ﾗ┗Wヴ W┗Wヴ┞デｴｷﾐｪくげ Iaが ﾗﾐ デｴW ﾗデｴWヴ ｴ;ﾐSが ┘W けﾉﾗﾗﾆ ┌ヮﾗﾐ ﾉｷaW ;ゲ ; SｷゲｷﾐデWヴWゲデWS ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴ: many 

; Sヴ;ﾏ; ┘ｷﾉﾉ デ┌ヴﾐ ｷﾐデﾗ ; IﾗﾏWS┞くげ12 

 

This brings to minS BヴWIｴデげゲ ;ﾉｷWﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ WaaWIデが ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ けsomething ordinary, familiar, 

immediately accessibleげ ｷゲ デヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏWS ｷﾐデﾗ けsomething peculiar, striking and unexpectedくげ13 

For Brecht, seeing the world with a detached, questioning eye allows us to see what we take 

for granted in a new and clearer light, and some of the examples he gives have comic 

ヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ﾗヴ デｴW aWWﾉ ﾗa ; ﾃﾗﾆWく Fﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ｴW ケ┌ﾗデWゲ デｴW けEゲﾆｷﾏﾗげ SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; I;ヴ ;ゲ け; 
┘ｷﾐｪﾉWゲゲ ;ｷヴIヴ;aデ デｴ;デ Iヴ;┘ﾉゲ ;ﾉﾗﾐｪ デｴW ｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSげが ;ﾐS ﾐﾗデWゲ デｴ;デが けIa ﾗﾐW ゲWWゲ ﾗﾐWげゲ デW;IｴWヴ 
hounded by the bailiffs an A-effect occurs: one is jerked out of a relationship in which the 

デW;IｴWヴ ゲWWﾏゲ Hｷｪ ｷﾐデﾗ ﾗﾐW ┘ｴWヴW ｴW ゲWWﾏゲ ゲﾏ;ﾉﾉくげ14 Having performed stand-up, I can 

instantly see the comic possibilities in the second example, and indeed my teenage son and 

his friends got a lot of laughs out of sharing a rumour that their former science teacher had 

been seen serving in a fast food restaurant. 

 

What this detached way of viewing the world allows us to see is the incongruity that 

surrounds us but often goes unnoticed. Stand-up comedians develop it as a positive mental 

habit, always sifting experience for comic potential. Crucially, when they experience found 

humour they must record it, and store it as the raw substance that might be worked up into 

ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉ aﾗヴ デｴW ;Iデく Tｴｷゲ ﾏW;ﾐゲ デｴ;デ デｴW IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐげゲ ﾐﾗデWHﾗﾗﾆ ｷゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW ﾏﾗゲデ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ 
tools of the trade.15  

 

The first inklings of Break a Leg can be found in the pages of a yellow Moleskine notebook 

with Homer Simpson on the front. It was a general notebook, dedicated less to the business 

of writing down ideas for comedy material than to making notes relating to my job as a 

lecturer at the University of Kent. As I recorded in the podcast, shortly after being 

discharged from hospital,  

 

I sデ;ヴデWS ┘;ﾐデｷﾐｪ デﾗ ヴWﾏWﾏHWヴ デｴｷゲ ┘WｷヴS W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW IげS ｪﾗﾐW デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ﾗa ゲヮWﾐSｷﾐｪ Wｷｪｴデ S;┞ゲ ｷﾐ ｴﾗゲヮｷデ;ﾉ 
having a major operation and then the beginning of being at home and being houseboundぐso I started making 

notes and drawing little sketches of the layout of the ward and the people I was in the ward with. And you 

know, making notes of the types of things they said and that kind of thing.16 

 

The main purpose of these notes was to create a personal record of the experience as a way 

of emotionally processing it all. There was no conscious intention to use any of this as 

comedy material when I started writing, but even on the very first page there are ideas 

which eventually went into the show. As the notes continue through the pages of the book, 

they start to become more and more oriented towards potential material, and there are 

ideas that have plainly been written as ideas for gags much earlier than the first page which 

I ｴ;┗W ｴW;SWSが けCﾗﾏWS┞ ｷSW;ゲげく  



 

There is an oft-quoted phrase, thought to have been originated by Steve Allen in the 1950s, 

┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲ ﾗaデWﾐ IｷデWS H┞ IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐゲぎ けCﾗﾏWS┞ Wケ┌;ﾉゲ デヴ;ｪWS┞ ヮﾉ┌ゲ デｷﾏWげく TｴW IﾉW;ヴ ﾉﾗｪｷI 
behind this is that terrible experiences can become funny when time has lent them enough 

distance to be seen with detachment. In a sense, the pages of my yellow Simpsons notebook 

record that transition. 

 

The constipation routine 

 

In order to reveal some of the structures and techniques that can be used to transform life 

experience into viable stand-up material, I will quote a particular routine in full and show 

how it has been constructed to get laughs. This was taken from the first half of the show, in 

a section about my experiences on the hospital ward: 

 

The other really humiliating thing に was that, er, I got terrible Iﾗﾐゲデｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐく Iデげゲ ﾉｷﾆW ｷデげゲ ; ゲｷSW WaaWIデ ﾗaが ﾗa 
Codeine, which is one of the pain meds I was on. And in spite of the fact I was on, erm に really powerful 

laxatives and I was eating tons and tons of fresh fruit and vegetables に I Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ ｪﾗ aﾗヴ four or five days に 

right? And, er に ｷa ┞ﾗ┌が ｷa ┞ﾗ┌ デｴｷﾐﾆ ;Hﾗ┌デ ┘ｴ;デげゲ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デｴW ｪ┌デ に ┘ｴWﾐ デｴ;デ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐゲが ｷデげゲ ﾉｷﾆW に ┞ﾗ┌げ┗W 
got layer upon layer of organic matter building up and building up, increasing the pressure に until it turns to 

coal. Right? [laughter, 4 seconds] And when I に when I did go, eventually when I did go に oh my God, er に like 

the constipated maths teacher, I almost did have to work it out with a pencil, er に [laughter starts]  it, er に I 

love that gag, er に [laughter continues] But it was, it, it, you know, the thing is, at that point as well, you know, 

I Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ W┗Wﾐ ｪWデ デﾗ デｴW デﾗｷﾉWデが デｴW┞ ｴ;S デﾗ Hヴｷﾐｪ ; IﾗﾏﾏﾗSWが けIﾗゲ W┗Wﾐ ﾗﾐ ; )ｷﾏﾏWヴ aヴ;ﾏW I Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ ﾏ;ﾆW ｷデ 
to the toilet, so に they brought me a commode, and I hobbled over に on my Zimmer frame and sat on this 

commode. And they pulled a に curtain round my bed for my privacy. But に this is a thin に nylon sheet. [a couple 

of people laugh] It can stop people seeing に ┘ｴ;デ ┞ﾗ┌げヴW Sﾗｷﾐｪく ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴが ヲ ゲWIﾗﾐSゲへ B┌デ ｷデげゲ ヮｴ┞ゲｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ 
impossible to maintain your self-respect に when you know that other people can hear you going nnnnnnnnn!! 

[laughter] Right, and に and er に it was に it was really horrible, er に and it, and it was like に forty, fifty minutes, 

nnnnnnnnn!! [laughter] And I could feel that as well as に hard, it was really big, because, I, I に I could feel it 

crowning, and に  [laughter starts and continuously bubbles under what follows] and erm に and it に th-th-the 

strain was bringing on muscle spasms に and, and er に and there was one point when I に ;ﾐS Iげﾏ ﾐﾗデ ヮヴﾗ┌S デﾗ 
admit this. There was one point when I reached underneath [laughter surges] に to try and pull it out に with my 

fingers, right. [laughter surges] You know, forceps birth, and er に [laughter surges] and, and it was so hard and 

shiny that my fingers were just scrabbling around [laughter surges and fades] and I just に Honestly, it was so 

humiliating! It was に properly, like, awful! It was like に さIげﾏ ;ﾐ ;S┌ﾉデが デｴｷゲ ｷゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ ; HﾗS-bodily に oh my God! It 

was horribleくざ Iデげゲ ﾉｷﾆWが IげS started trying to sort of に I, I st-, I actually started crying に while I was に and, and erm 

に I started trying to sort of preserve my self-respect by に デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴｷﾐｪゲ Iげﾏ ヮヴﾗ┌S ﾗa デｴ;デ I Iﾗ┌ﾉS ゲﾗヴデ ﾗa 
counteract に [laughter] so, erm に I was like に HNNNGGGHHHH-AHH!!! [sobbing, then:] けIげﾏ ; ┌ﾐｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ 
ﾉWIデ┌ヴWヴぁげ [laughter and applause, 5 seconds] HHNNNNNNNGGGGG!! [sobbing, then:] けIげ┗W ｴ;S デｴヴWW Hﾗﾗﾆゲ 
publishedぁげ [laughter, two seconds] HWAAAWWWW!! [sobbing, then:] けTｴW G┌;ヴSｷ;ﾐ ゲ;ｷS Iげﾏ ゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ 
funnyぁげ [laughter, six seconds] So anyway. Finally managed to do it. Erm, the young nurse came, and she was に 

she was about に nineteen, she was really nice actually, and she tried to make me feel に you know, a bit more 

comfortable, she went, [voice bright and encouraging, Thanet accentぎへ さOｴが ┘Wﾉﾉ SﾗﾐWぁざ ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ ‘ｷｪｴデが ;ﾐげが 
;ﾐげが ;ﾐげ ┌ｴ-huh! Something really humiliating に because に for the first time since very early childhood に it was 

being praised as a major achievement ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ デｴW a;Iデ デｴ;デ IげS ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWd to take a few steps by myself [brief 

laughter] and do a poo on デｴW Hｷｪ Hﾗ┞げゲ ヮﾗデデ┞く ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ 
 

Most of the laughs here have been earned by just a few basic incongruities. Noël Carroll 

argues that the most valid of the major strands of thinking about why we laugh is the 



ｷﾐIﾗﾐｪヴ┌ｷデ┞ デｴWﾗヴ┞が ヮ;ヴデﾉ┞ HWI;┌ゲW ｷデ ｴ;ゲ けｷﾏﾏWﾐゲWが ヮヴ;IデｷI;ﾉ ┌ゲW ┗;ﾉ┌Wげ ｷﾐ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷding us with 

けｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ Iﾉ┌Wゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デﾗ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデ ｴ┌ﾏﾗ┌ヴ ﾗﾐ ﾗﾐWげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐくげ17 Incongruity 

theory posits that at the heart of every joke is some kind of mismatch or contradiction, 

often a surprising clash between two things that are not normally associated with one 

another.  

 

Aヴデｴ┌ヴ KﾗWゲデﾉWヴ IﾗｷﾐWS デｴW デWヴﾏ けHｷゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐげ デﾗ SWゲIヴｷHW デｴｷゲが SWaｷﾐｷﾐｪ ｷデ ;ゲ けデｴW ヮWヴIWｷ┗ｷﾐｪ ﾗa 
a situation or idea, L, in two self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames of reference, 

M1 and M2. The event L, in which the two intersect, is made to vibrate simultaneously on 

two different wavelengths, as it were. While this unusual situation lasts, L is not merely 

ﾉｷﾐﾆWS デﾗ ﾗﾐW ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷ┗W IﾗﾐデW┝デが H┌デ HｷゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ デ┘ﾗくげ18 He provides a neat diagram, 

showing a horizontal oblong plane (M1) running through the middle of a vertical oblong 

plane (M2), with a circle (L) at the centre of the line where they intersect, emitting arrows. 

To show how this works in practice, he quotes a short joke: けA Iﾗﾐ┗ｷIデ ┘;ゲ ヮﾉ;┞ｷﾐｪ I;ヴSゲ ┘ｷth 

ｴｷゲ ｪ;ﾗﾉWヴゲく Oﾐ SｷゲIﾗ┗Wヴｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ ｴW IｴW;デWS デｴW┞ ﾆｷIﾆWS ｴｷﾏ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa ｪ;ﾗﾉくげ He analyses this in 

a single sentence: けT┘ﾗ Iﾗﾐ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヴ┌ﾉWゲ ふさﾗaaWﾐSWヴゲ ;ヴW ヮ┌ﾐｷゲｴWS H┞ HWｷﾐｪ ﾉﾗIﾆWS ┌ヮざ 
ぷMヱへ ;ﾐS さIｴW;デゲ ;ヴW ヮ┌ﾐｷゲｴWS H┞ HWｷﾐｪ ﾆｷIﾆWS ﾗ┌デざ ぷMヲへぶが W;Iｴ ﾗa デｴWﾏ self-consistent, 

IﾗﾉﾉｷSW ｷﾐ ; ｪｷ┗Wﾐ ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐげ.19 

 

What I have done in constructing this routine is to create comic metaphors, by spotting 

similarities between aspects of my Codeine-induced constipation and other phenomena. 

There are essentially three of these. Firstly, the bisociation of fresh fruit and vegetables in 

my constipated gut (M1) and the formation of coal (M2), which have been connected by the 

IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa けﾉ;┞Wヴ ┌ヮﾗﾐ ﾉ;┞Wヴ ﾗa ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷI ﾏ;デデWヴげ HWｷﾐｪ IﾗﾏヮヴWゲゲWS ふLぶく Secondly, the 

bisociation between defecation (M1) and childbirth (M2), which have in common the 

expelling of an object through an orifice in a similar location on the body (L). Thirdly, the 

bisociation between me as an injured middle-aged man (M1) and a toddler (M2), linked by 

the fact that both walk with difficulty and are praised for using the toilet (L).  

 

In each case, I highlight the absurdity of my experience by comparing it with something else 

with which it has certain features in common. However, in addition to this the routine is also 

underpinned by certain basic incongruities which I spotted in the situation. Firstly, there is 

the contradiction of having to defecate に something which is normally done privately に in a 

space which essentially remains public, shielded only by an inadeケ┌;デW けデｴｷﾐ ﾐ┞ﾉﾗﾐ ゲｴWWデげく 
Secondly, there is the contradiction between me as a purely animal being who has to 

defecate to survive に and a malfunctioning one at that, unable to achieve even that simple 

act without enormous effort and discomfort に and me as a social being with a certain 

amount of status and recognition. In a sense, what I am playing with here is very like 

BヴWIｴデげゲ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW ﾗa デｴW デW;IｴWヴ ｴﾗ┌ﾐSWS H┞ デｴW H;ｷﾉｷaaゲが ｪﾗｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ ゲWWﾏｷﾐｪ Hｷｪ デﾗ ゲWWﾏｷﾐｪ 
small. 

 



This, then, is the basic raw material of the routine. However, there are two stages in the 

creation of a joke. The first stage is to notice the basic incongruity. In the second stage, the 

comedian finds the best way of expressing that incongruity to the audience so that it strikes 

them in the funniest way possible. Here, I employ a number of structures and techniques to 

do this. 

 

Some of the jokes rely on the particular way they are phrased. The line about the thin nylon 

sheet relies on emphasis and timingぎ けIデ I;ﾐ ゲデﾗヮ ヮWﾗヮﾉW seeing に ┘ｴ;デ ┞ﾗ┌げヴW Sﾗｷﾐｪくげ By 

Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲｷﾐｪ けseeingげが ;ﾐS ヮ;┌ゲｷﾐｪ ;デ デｴW WﾐS ﾗa デｴW ゲWﾐデWﾐIWが デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIWげゲ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ 
drawn to the other sensory manifestations of defecation which would not be blotted out by 

the sheet. They have to work out for themselves what else I am hinting at に hearing the 

noise, smelling the smell に and this puzzle element sharpens the incongruity enough to 

make it comic.  

 

By contrast, the defecation/birth bisociation is expressed in the particular choice of words. 

Rather than explicitly making the comparison, it is expressed through the use of the word 

けIヴﾗ┘ﾐｷﾐｪげが ; デWヴﾏ Sヴ;┘ﾐ aヴﾗﾏ ﾗHゲデWデヴｷIゲ H┌デ ┘ｷSWﾉ┞ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS デﾗ ヴWaWヴ デﾗ デｴW ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデ 
when the foetal scalp appears at the vaginal orifice. Again, this structure leaves the 

audience to do some of the work, having to pick up the reference to complete the 

bisociation. The gag is reprised shortly afterwards with the use of another bit of obstetric 

デWヴﾏｷﾐﾗﾉﾗｪ┞が けaﾗヴIWヮゲ Hｷヴデｴげく 
 

The bisociation of my injured self with a toddler also turns on the choice of words in the 

punchline, but here it is more about tone and association. Seeing a middle-aged university 

ﾉWIデ┌ヴWヴ ゲ;┞ｷﾐｪ ゲ┌Iｴ SWﾉｷHWヴ;デWﾉ┞ ｷﾐa;ﾐデｷﾉW ヮｴヴ;ゲWゲ ;ゲ けヮﾗﾗげ ;ﾐS けHｷｪ Hﾗ┞げゲ ヮﾗデデ┞げ に phrases 

associated with very small children に heightens the absurdity of the comparison. Generally, 

the use of comic excess ｷゲ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデく TｴW ヴW┗Wﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ I けヴW;IｴWS ┌ﾐSWヴﾐW;デｴ デﾗ ヮ┌ﾉﾉ ｷデ ﾗ┌デ 
┘ｷデｴ ﾏ┞ aｷﾐｪWヴゲげ ｷゲ (you will be delighted to learn) an authentic detail of the incident, which 

is excessive in itゲWﾉaく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; IWヴデ;ｷﾐ ;ﾏﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa W┝;ｪｪWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ┘ｴWﾐ I ゲ;┞ けｷデ ┘;ゲ 
ゲﾗ ｴ;ヴS ;ﾐS ゲｴｷﾐ┞ デｴ;デ ﾏ┞ aｷﾐｪWヴゲ ┘WヴW ﾃ┌ゲデ ゲIヴ;HHﾉｷﾐｪ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐSげが IヴW;デｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ W┝IWゲゲｷ┗Wが 
cartoonish image.  

 

This betrays the influence of Richard Pryor. In one routine, he talks of the loss of bladder 

control that has come with multiple sclerosis, and describes chatting up eight or nine 

womWﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW ゲデヴWWデが ┘ｴWﾐ ゲ┌SSWﾐﾉ┞ けI ゲデ;ヴデ ヮｷゲゲｷﾐｪげく TｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾉ;┌ｪｴ ;デ デｴｷゲ ;ゲ ;ﾐ 
excessive image in itself, but he later gets another laugh by exaggerating to create an 

W┝IWゲゲｷ┗Wが I;ヴデﾗﾗﾐｷゲｴ ｷﾏ;ｪWぎ けAﾐS ┞ﾗ┌ ｴ;┗W ヮｷゲゲ デヴ;ｷﾉｷﾐｪ に HﾉﾗIﾆ ;ﾐS ; ｴ;ﾉaぁ ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへげ20 As in 

my gag, something which is lavatorially excessive に conduct which would normally be seen 

as a violation of decency に is presented to the audience in an excessive way, through 

exaggeration. 

 



I also use standard comic devices, like the rule of three and the callback. Jokes structured 

around a three-part list are common in stand-up, in individual gags based on the principle 

けEゲデ;Hﾉｷゲｴが ヴWｷﾐaﾗヴIWが ゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲWげが21 or in clumps of three gags which often offer variants on the 

same basic comic premise. Three-gag clumps are normally arranged so that the strongest 

gag comes last, to create a sense of climax.22 The incongruity of me being both a defecating 

animal and a university lecturer is structured precisely like this, with three variations on me 

grunting and straining, then making a sobbing declaration about my social status.  

 

The third variation is a callback, in that it refers back to an earlier gag, reintroducing a comic 

idea in a new context to get a fresh laugh with it. At the beginning of the show, I draw the 

;┌SｷWﾐIWげゲ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW Guardian ケ┌ﾗデW ふけ“┌ヴヮヴｷゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ a┌ﾐﾐ┞げぶ ┌ゲWS ﾗﾐ デｴW ヮﾗゲデWヴが ;ﾐS 
suggest that it is actually rather a backhaﾐSWS IﾗﾏヮﾉｷﾏWﾐデぎ けIげﾏ ゲﾉightly ambivalent about 

that, if Iげﾏ ｴﾗﾐWゲデく I ﾉｷﾆW デｴW ┘ﾗヴS funnyく ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴが ン ゲWIﾗﾐSゲへ Iデげゲ デｴW surprisingly bit に [a 

aW┘ ﾉ;┌ｪｴゲへくげ H;┗ｷﾐｪ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデWS デｴW ケ┌ﾗデW ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ┘ｴﾗﾉﾉ┞ IﾗﾏヮﾉｷﾏWﾐデ;ヴ┞が Hヴｷﾐｪｷﾐｪ ｷデ H;Iﾆ ｷﾐ 
this routine to reassure myself of my own social worth is a suitably pathetic ploy with which 

to conclude the rule of three structure, and indeed it gets the longest laugh. 

 

Another common stand-up technique I use here is instant character, in which the comedian 

makes an instant transition from narrator to character, using voice, gesture, posture or 

facial expression to impersonate somebody (or something) else.23 Here, I use instant 

character to impersonate myself in the past, showing myself grunting with strain, sobbing 

and talking to myself. In some cases, the comedy works at an elemental level, based purely 

on funny noises. The sound of my grunting gets more than one laugh, just as Richard Pryor 

got laughs in his MS routine by impersonating the sound of urination. In other cases, the 

ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ｷゲ ﾏﾗヴW ﾐ┌;ﾐIWSく I IｴﾗゲW デﾗ ;Iデ ﾗ┌デ デｴW ﾐ┌ヴゲW ゲ;┞ｷﾐｪ けOｴが ┘Wﾉﾉ SﾗﾐWぁげ ;ゲ 
accurately as I could recall it, trying to really capture the bright, encouraging way she spoke 

in my impersonation. I remember being surprised that this line got a laugh に but looking 

back at it, the contrast between her attitude and the situation was incongruous in itself. 

There might also have been an element of recognition in the laughter, as the way she spoke 

was, in some ways, typical of how some medical staff tend to speak. 

 

Playing with the truth 

 

Break a Leg was based on found humour, on aspects of my experience which privately 

struck me as humorous, which I then developed into material. As a result, it was important 

to me that the show was staged and performed in a way that emphasised that what I was 

telling the audience was the truth. I employed various authenticating strategies to convince 

them that the experiences I described had actually happened に even when it had not 

happened in exactly the way I described. 

 



The way I chose to stage the show was designed to authenticate what I was saying. A small 

table was place on the stage, containing real documents and objects relating to my accident 

and recovery, including medical forms, information leaflets, and mobility aids. I also used a 

PowerPoint presentation, which included images of my original journal notes scanned from 

my notebook, and photographs of the various documents and objects I described. These 

images are shown at the relevant point of the show, to corroborate what I am saying. For 

example, when I talk about the incongruous name of a particular hospital ward, I click 

through to a photo of a sign with the name on, to show that I have not simply invented it. 

 

Similarly, when talking about the Patient Transfer Form I was given when I was discharged 

from the hospital, I hold the actual document in my hand to read from it, as well as 

projecting an image of it behind me. Writing about documentary drama, Derek Paget 

argued that, けAﾐ ┌ﾐSｷゲIﾉﾗゲWS aﾗヴIW ゲデWﾏゲ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ さSﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデゲざ ;ヴW ┌ゲWS at all 

witｴｷﾐ ; Sヴ;ﾏ; ぐEﾐIﾗ┌ﾐデWヴｷﾐｪ デｴW SﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ ; デｴW;デヴｷI;ﾉ ゲWデデｷﾐｪ SWa;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴｷゲWゲ デｴW 
document に it becomes necessary for the audience to adopt an attitude to the documentary 

ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉ ｷデゲWﾉa ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ さヴW;Sざ デｴW Sヴ;ﾏ;くげ24 In comedy, this kind of defamiliarising effect 

creates the necessary distancing and irony to turn a non-comic item into something funny. It 

is a reasonably common ploy in stand-up, one I have previously SWaｷﾐWS ;ゲ けaﾗ┌ﾐS IﾗﾏWS┞げぎ 
 

The comedian finds something from everyday life に perhaps an object, a newspaper article, or some kind of 

document に and takes it onstage to present it to the audience, and share its unintentional absurdity. Just as 

デｴW ﾗHﾃWデ デヴﾗ┌┗Y ｷゲ SWaｷﾐWS H┞ デｴW ;Iデ ﾗa SWゲｷｪﾐ;デｷﾐｪ ｷデ ;ゲ ;ヴデが ゲﾗ デｴW IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐ IヴW;デWゲ けaﾗ┌ﾐS IﾗﾏWS┞げ H┞ 
presenting something not designed to be funny as an object of amusement.25 

 

When I was presented with the form, some of the phrasing struck me as being incongruous, 

and thus I enjoyed it as an instance of what Carroll calls found humour. By sharing my 

amusement with the audience, defamiliarising the form by transferring it from a medical to 

a theatrical context, I turned it into found comedy: 

 

After eight days に I, erm に I ｪﾗデ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa ｴﾗゲヮｷデ;ﾉく AﾐS Wヴが デｴW┞ aｷﾉﾉWS ｷﾐ ; デｴｷﾐｪ I;ﾉﾉWS ; けP;デｷWﾐデ Tヴ;ﾐゲaWヴ Fﾗヴﾏげく ぷI 
ヮｷIﾆ ┌ヮ デｴW aﾗヴﾏ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ヮヴﾗヮゲ デ;HﾉW デﾗ ヴW;S aヴﾗﾏ ｷデへ Iげ┗W ｪﾗデ ｷデ ｴWヴWく Dﾗ ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa damning 

with faint praise? Iデげゲ a┌ﾐﾐ┞ ┘ｴWﾐ ┞ﾗ┌ ゲWW デｴWゲW デｴｷﾐｪゲ ┘ヴｷデデWﾐ Sﾗ┘ﾐ ;Hﾗ┌デ ┞ﾗ┌ヴゲWﾉaく け“ｷｪｴデが ｪﾗﾗSく HW;ヴｷﾐｪが 
satisfactory. [quiet laughter] Mental state, lucid. [laughter, 4 seconds] 

 

I needed to do very little to point out the absurdity I had spotted in the form. The phrase 

けS;ﾏﾐｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ a;ｷﾐデ ヮヴ;ｷゲWげ Wゲデ;HﾉｷゲｴWゲ デｴW ｷSW; デｴ;デ デｴWゲW IﾗﾉSが a;Iデ┌;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴSゲ ヮヴｷﾐデWS ﾗﾐ デｴW 
page might come across as less than complimentary, and the slightly nerdy, sarcastic tone 

┘ｷデｴ ┘ｴｷIｴ I SWﾉｷ┗WヴWS デｴW ┘ﾗヴS けﾉ┌IｷSげ ┘;ゲ ;ﾉﾉ ｷデ デﾗﾗﾆ デﾗ ｪWデ デｴW ﾉ;┌ｪｴく Mﾗゲデ ﾗa デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆ ┘;ゲ 
done by the presence of the form itself, both in my hand and reproduced on the screen 

behind me. 

 

In her book Autobiography and Performance, much of the work which Deirdre Heddon 

discusses shares fundamental qualities with stand-up. In both cases, the performer 



addresses the audience directly, acknowledges the reality of the performance situation, and 

ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ ﾗゲデWﾐゲｷHﾉ┞ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ デｴW ｪ┌ｷゲW ﾗa Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ ゲﾗ デｴ;デ けデｴW さ;┌デｴﾗヴざ ;ﾐS さヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWヴざ 
Iﾗﾉﾉ;ヮゲW ｷﾐデﾗ W;Iｴ ﾗデｴWヴ ;ゲ デｴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏｷﾐｪ さIざ ｷゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ デｴW ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデWS さIざげく26 Importantly, 

HWSSﾗﾐ ヮﾗｷﾐデゲ ﾗ┌デ デｴ;デ けデｴW Hｷﾐ;ヴ┞ HWデ┘WWﾐ aｷIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉっヴW;ﾉ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデﾗヴｷﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ┌ﾐゲtable in all 

;┌デﾗHｷﾗｪヴ;ヮｴｷI;ﾉ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIWくげ27 Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ HWI;┌ゲW けデｴW ;Iデ ﾗa ヴWﾏWﾏHWヴｷﾐｪ ｷゲ ヮヴWIｷゲWﾉ┞ デｴ;デが 
an act, which involves considering past events from the location of the present, such that 

the present provides a perspective from which to give past evWﾐデゲ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪくげ28 

 

Clearly, the act of recalling experience can never be an objective representation of reality. 

Memory is imperfect in itself, so we may get small details wrong, as I certainly did in Break a 

Leg. More than that, in telling the story of something that happened to us, we inevitably 

make choices as to what to include and what to leave out, what to emphasise and what to 

play down. In stand-┌ヮが デｴW IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐげゲ ゲ┌HﾃWIデｷ┗ｷデ┞ ｷゲ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデが ;ゲ ｷデ ｷゲ デｴｷゲ デｴ;デ 
generates much of the laughter. It is not about straightforwardly representing the facts so 

much as presenting them in the light of attitudes, opinions and observations that make 

them funny. To this end, comedians often knowingly change details and even alter key facts 

when recalling their experiences.29 

 

In Break a Leg, I made various alterations to the truth as I recalled it, for several different 

reasons. Firstly, there were ethical motivations. As Heddon points out, けIﾐ ;ﾐS デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ﾗ┌ヴ 
everyday practices the self exists iﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ┘ｷデｴ ﾗデｴWヴゲくげ Tｴｷゲ ﾏW;ﾐゲ デｴ;デ デｴWヴW ;ヴW 
けethical dilemmas that arise in the unavoidable practice of representing others when 

ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏｷﾐｪ ;┌デﾗHｷﾗｪヴ;ヮｴ┞げ.30 A particular issue which I wrestled with when working on the 

material for the show was how to represent the hospital staff and the patients I shared a 

ward with.  

 

These patients were elderly men, recovering from serious injuries, and in an early episode of 

デｴW ヮﾗSI;ゲデが I ヴWaﾉWIデWS ﾗﾐ デｴW SｷﾉWﾏﾏ; ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ デﾗ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ デｴWﾏぎ けBWI;┌ゲW Iげﾏ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ デﾗ HW 
デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ ヴW;ﾉ ヮWﾗヮﾉWが Iげ┗W ｪﾗデ デﾗ aｷﾐS ┘;┞ゲ ﾗa デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴWﾏ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ┌ゲｷﾐｪ デｴWｷヴ 
ﾐ;ﾏWゲく I Sﾗﾐげデ デｴｷﾐﾆ ｷデげゲ W┗Wﾐ a;ｷヴ デﾗ ┌ゲW デｴWｷヴ aｷヴゲデ ﾐ;ﾏWゲが けIﾗゲ デｴW┞げヴW ﾐﾗデ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ヮWﾗヮﾉW I 
ﾆﾐﾗ┘くげ31 As a result, I took the decision to rename these incidental characters in my story, 

taking care to try to find names with the same tone as the originals, with the same number 

of syllables and a similar set of cultural associations. I projected drawings of each of them 

scanned from my notebook, and took care to cover up anywhere I had written their actual 

names when scanning them. 

 

By contrast, other alterations were made purely to serve the comedy. I included several 

quotes from my two sons in the show, which I took from interviews I did with them for the 

podcast. The authenticating strategy I used here was to read the quotes direct from my 

notebook, thus indicating to the audience that I was serious enough about repeating their 

words accurately that I could not rely on memory alone. In one routine, I spoke about the 



fact that the pain medication I was on when I got back from hospital made me burst into 

tears quite often and with little provocation: けI ┘;ゲ デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ デﾗ ﾏ┞ ﾆｷSゲ ;Hout this recently and 

;ゲﾆWS JﾗWが ┘ｴﾗげゲ WｷｪｴデWWﾐ に I asked him what he made of this に tendency to cry all the time. 

AﾐS デｴWゲW ┘WヴW ｴｷゲ W┝;Iデ ┘ﾗヴSゲく ぷヴW;Sｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ ﾐﾗデWHﾗﾗﾆへ さIデ ┘;ゲ ; ﾉｷデデﾉW Sｷゲデ┌ヴHｷﾐｪが ｷa ケ┌ｷデW 
WﾐデWヴデ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪくざ ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへげ 
 

In fact, these were ﾐﾗデ JﾗWげゲ けW┝;Iデ ┘ﾗヴSゲげく Wｴ;デ ｴW ゲ;ｷS ｷﾐ デｴW ヮﾗSI;ゲデ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ┘;ゲ デｴ;デが 
けIデ ┘;ゲ ケ┌ｷデW WﾐデWヴデ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪが ｷa ; ﾉｷデデﾉW SｷゲIﾗﾐIWヴデｷﾐｪくげ TｴW Iｴ;ﾐｪW aヴﾗﾏ けSｷゲIﾗﾐIWヴデｷﾐｪげ デﾗ 
けSｷゲデ┌ヴHｷﾐｪげ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐWS ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ HWI;┌ゲW I ｴ;S ｷﾐ;II┌ヴ;デWﾉ┞ デヴ;ﾐゲIヴｷHWS JﾗWげゲ ┘ﾗヴSゲが H┌デ デｴW 
version in the notebook keeps the word order of the sentence intact. However, in 

rehearsing this routine, I realised it would be funnier to shift the words around. There is a 

rule of thumb among comedians that a punchline can sometimes be improved by moving 

the operative comic word as close to the end of the sentence as possible. Here, the 

incongruity which gives the joke life is tｴW ┌ゲW ﾗa デｴW ┘ﾗヴS けWﾐデWヴデ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪげ デﾗ SWゲIヴｷHW ﾏ┞ 
emotional upheaval, so I shifted the words around even as I read them from the page so 

that the sentence ended with that word. 

 

I took a bigger liberty in a routine about an encounter at my local swimming pool. In the 

second half of the show, I talk about doing water walking as part of my physiotherapy, and 

declare: けAﾐS ┘ｴ;デ I SｷゲIﾗ┗WヴWS に is that Whitstable swimming pool に is a hotbed of elderly 

flirtingく ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ Iデげゲ ;IWぁげ I ｪｷ┗W デ┘ﾗ Iﾗﾐ┗Wヴゲ;デｷﾗﾐゲ I ┘ｷデﾐWゲゲWS ;ゲ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWゲ ﾗa デｴｷゲが ヴWI;ﾉﾉｷﾐｪ 
them as accurately as possible to match my memory. However, a few routines down the 

line, I talk about being allowed to start swimming again, and worrying that I was slowing the 

other swimmers in my lane: 

 

There was one time there was this el- elderly lady に coming up behind me, and erm, she was doing the 

backstroke に er, and er に and she you, you know, powering through the water and so I stopped at the end to 

let her past. But she stopped next to me. You know, presumably she wanted a breather or whatever. And I 

ゲ;ｷSが Wヴが けDげ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ┘ｴ;デい Eヴﾏが ┞ﾗ┌ Sﾗ デｴW H;IﾆゲデヴﾗﾆW really well.げ AﾐS ゲｴW ┘Wﾐデが けYW;ｴぁ Fﾗヴ ;ﾐ ﾗﾉS ﾉ;S┞ぁ 
H;ｴ;ｴ;ｴ;ｴぁげ ぷケ┌ｷWデ ﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ AﾐS I SｷSﾐげデ ┘;ﾐデ ｴWヴ デﾗ デｴｷﾐﾆ I ┘;ゲ HWｷﾐｪ ヮ;デヴﾗﾐｷゲｷﾐｪが ゲ;ｷSが けNﾗ ﾐﾗ ﾐﾗく GWﾐ┌ｷﾐWﾉ┞が 
デｴ;デ ｷゲ デｴW ﾏﾗゲデ WﾉWｪ;ﾐデが HW;┌デｷa┌ﾉ H;IﾆゲデヴﾗﾆW Iげ┗W W┗Wヴ ゲWWﾐくげ AﾐS ゲｴW ┘Wﾐデが けOｴが ;ヴWﾐげデ ┞ﾗ┌ ﾐｷIWい KWWp talking 

ﾉｷﾆW デｴ;デ ;ﾐS Iげﾉﾉ ゲｴﾗ┘ ┞ﾗ┌ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ else I Sﾗ ┘Wﾉﾉ aﾗヴ ;ﾐ ﾗﾉS ﾉ;S┞ぁげ ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴが ヱヰ ゲWIﾗﾐSゲへ 
 

The set-up for this story is all true, and told with a certain amount of precision. I recall the 

stroke the woman was swimming, the words we said to each other, and even my inner state 

in not wanting to seem patronising. However, the punchline に a callback to the idea of 

elderly flirting に is entirely fictional. When the incident actually occurred, I had already 

decided to do material about elderly flirting, and was suddenly struck with the idea of how 

funny it would be if the conversation had ended with an outrageous flirtation.  

 

This combination of truthful set-up and invented punchline is not uncommon in stand-up, 

and Stewart Lee has made an art of weaving long, involved anecdotes which end with him 

confessing that he has made it all up. However, he roots these stories in actual locations, 



and peoples them with actual people he has known to take the audience in before revealing 

デｴW ヮヴ;ﾐﾆぎ けI Iﾗ┌ﾉS Iﾉﾗ┌d the edges of the tale with enough true details so that to me, the 

teller, the story had the flavour of absolute truth, a flavour usually communicated to the 

HWﾉｷW┗ｷﾐｪ ;┌SｷWﾐIWくげ32 Using a similar approach, I was able to pass my punchline off as being 

authentic, even though it was actually entirely invented. 

 

Empathy and Distance 

 

In the opening section of the show, I tell the audience that there is a moment coming up in 

which I neeS デｴWﾏ デﾗ ﾏ;ﾆW デｴW けﾐﾗｷゲW ﾗa ; ┘ﾗ┌ﾐSWS ;ﾐｷﾏ;ﾉげく I I┌W デｴWﾏ ┌ヮ デﾗ ヮヴ;IデｷIW デｴｷゲが 
and together they make an assortment of cheery, high pitched animal noises. I respond with 

ﾏｷﾉS Sｷゲ;ヮヮﾗｷﾐデﾏWﾐデぎ けI ┘;ゲ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ﾗa ﾏ;┞HW ; ┘ﾗﾉaい ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ Oヴが ﾗヴ ;ﾐ ｷﾐﾃ┌ヴWS ゲデag. Not 

; S;ﾏ;ｪWS ｴ;ﾏゲデWヴく ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ ‘ｷｪｴデが OKが ┘Wげﾉﾉ ｪﾗ ┘ｷデｴ デｴ;デくげ “ｴﾗヴデﾉ┞ ;aデWrwards, I am telling 

デｴWﾏ ;Hﾗ┌デ ﾏ┞ ┘ｷaWげゲ ﾏWﾏﾗヴ┞ ﾗa ┘ｴWﾐ デｴW ヮ;ヴ;ﾏWSｷIゲ ﾉｷaデWS ﾏW ﾗﾐデﾗ ; ゲデヴWデIｴWヴぎ けJ;Iケ┌ｷ 
said に that when that happened に I made a noise like a wounded animal. [murmur of 

ﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ Nﾗ┘が I Sﾗﾐげデ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ｷa ┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐ ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐW ┘ｴ;デ デｴ;デ ゲﾗ┌ﾐSWS ﾉｷﾆWが H┌デ I デｴｷﾐﾆ ｷデげS ゲﾗ┌ﾐS 
; Hｷデ ﾉｷﾆW デｴｷゲくげ I ヮﾗｷﾐデ ;デ デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIWが ;ﾐS デｴW┞ ﾏ;ﾆW デｴW ｴｷｪｴ ヮｷデIｴWS ;ﾐｷﾏ;ﾉ ﾐﾗｷゲWゲ デｴW┞ 
ｴ;┗W ヮヴ;IデｷIWSく I ヮ;┌ゲW aﾗヴ ; ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデが デｴWﾐ ゲ;┞が けI デｴｷﾐﾆ ┞ﾗ┌げヴW ﾏﾗIﾆｷﾐｪ ﾏ┞ ヮ;ｷﾐく ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへげ 
 

Although this comment is clearly tongue in cheek, it raises a serious point. I am telling the 

audience about a series of unpleasant, painful and humiliating experiences, and laughter 

may seem a strange and possibly callous response. Bergson famously argued that there is an 

けabsence of feeling ┘ｴｷIｴ ┌ゲ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ ;IIﾗﾏヮ;ﾐｷWゲ ﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴげが ;ﾐS デｴ;デが けIﾐSｷaaWヴWﾐIW ｷゲ ｷデゲ ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ 
environment, for laughter has no greater foe than emotion. I do not mean that we could not 

laugh at a person who inspires us with pity, for instance, or even with affection, but in such 

a case we must, for the moment, put our affection out of court and impose silence upon our 

ヮｷデ┞くげ33  

 

If we accept that empathy and laughter are incompatible, then the comedian is faced with a 

practical problem. How can he or she recall traumatic experiences without arousing an 

empathetic response in the audience which will short circuit the possibility of laughter? 

Freud offers some insight into this question, by discussing situations in which somebody 

experiencing something unpleasant responds with humour, thus giving pleasure to those 

who witness them: 

 

He sees this other person in a situation which leads the listener to expect that the other will produce the signs 

of an affect に that he will get angry, complain, express pain, be frightened or horrified or perhaps even in 

despair; and the onlooker or listener is prepared to follow his lead and to call up the same emotional impulses 

in himself. But this emotional expectancy is disappointed; the other person expresses no affect, but makes a 

jest. The expenditure on feeling that is economized turns into humorous pleasure in the listener.34 

 

By responding to misfortune with a jest, the joker signals to the listener that laughter is an 

acceptable response. What this reveals is the concept of permission to laugh. In order to 



persuade the audience that they are free to laugh at tales of unpleasant personal 

experiences, the comedian must show them that they have been granted permission to do 

so. I did this in various ways in Break a Leg.  

 

Firstly, the fact that it was marketed as a comedy show indicated to the audience that 

laughter would be an appropriate response. Secondly, although I did not entirely avoid 

emotion in my performance, my general attitude was playful and jovial, giving the audience 

a clear signal that I was comfortable with their laughter at the indignities I had suffered. 

Thirdly, I invited the audience to actively collude with the act of turning my traumatic 

experience into comedy. When I asked them to make the noise of a wounded animal, I did 

this in the knowledge that the noise they would make was likely to be ridiculous and would 

indirectly lead to laughter. Thus, the invitation partly functioned as a signal that they had 

permission to laugh. 

 

Both autobiographical performance and stand-up comedy are forms which allow for 

dialogue with the audience. HWSSﾗﾐ ヮﾗｷﾐデゲ ﾗ┌デ デｴ;デ け;ﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ;┌デﾗHｷﾗｪヴ;ヮｴｷI;ﾉ 
performances look, in form, monologic, the public context of デｴWｷヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ;ﾐS デｴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWヴゲげ 
;ゲヮｷヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ デﾗ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷI;デW ┘ｷデｴ デｴWｷヴ ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲ デヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏ デｴﾗゲW ┘ﾗヴﾆゲ ｷﾐデﾗ Sｷ;ﾉﾗｪ┌Wゲくげ35 

“ｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞が I;ﾐ BヴﾗSｷW ;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デ けif one imagines a continuum, with a purely monologic, 

unidirectional communication at one end, and a purely dialogic, bidirectional 

communication at the other, stand-┌ヮ ヴWゲｷSWゲ ゲﾗﾏW┘ｴWヴW ｷﾐ デｴW ﾏｷSSﾉWげ.36 

 

What this quality allowed me to do was to conduct an ongoing dialogue with the audience 

about the permissibility of laughter, by commenting on their reactions. Some of these 

IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデゲ ┘WヴW ヮﾉ;ﾐﾐWSが ﾉｷﾆW ;II┌ゲｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏ ﾗa けﾏﾗIﾆｷﾐｪ ﾏ┞ ヮ;ｷﾐげ ┘ｷデｴ デｴWｷヴ IｴWWヴ┞ 
wounded animal noises. However, others were more spontaneous, and a number of times I 

found myself commenting on unexpected laughter. This started at the beginning of the 

show, during an opening monologue in which I soberly recalled the bare facts of my 

accident.  

 

Just after recalling the moment when I slipped over, I lower the volume of my voice and 

;Sﾗヮデ ; ﾏﾗヴW ゲデ;II;デﾗ SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞ ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ ヴ;デIｴWデ ┌ヮ デｴW デWﾐゲｷﾗﾐぎ けAﾐS Iげﾏ ｪﾗﾐﾐ; ヮ;┌ゲW デｴW 
story there に with me hanging in mid-air [quiet laughter] に over the pavemenデく けCﾗゲ デｴ;デ 
moment に is the cusp にげ Aデ デｴ;デ ヮﾗｷﾐデが ; ゲｷﾐｪﾉW ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ ゲｷデデｷﾐｪ IﾉﾗゲW デﾗ デｴW ゲデ;ｪW ﾉ;┌ｪｴゲく TｴW 
laughter is both conspicuous and clearly not the reaction I am looking for, and thus 

SWﾏ;ﾐSゲ ; ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWく け“ｴ┌デ ┌ヮぁげ I ゲ;┞が ;ﾐS デｴ;デ ;ﾉﾗﾐW ｷゲ Wﾐﾗ┌ｪｴ デo get the first proper laugh, 

taking in the whole auditorium and lasting two seconds. I cut it off to continue chiding the 

WヴヴﾗﾐWﾗ┌ゲ ﾉ;┌ｪｴWヴ aﾗヴ ｪｷ┗ｷﾐｪ デｴW け┘ヴﾗﾐｪげ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWぎ けIげﾏ デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ デﾗ H┌ｷﾉS デWﾐゲｷﾗﾐ ｴWヴWぁ 
[laughter] The jokes come in a minute, all right? [laughter]  

 

Then I visibly make an effort to refocus myself, and finish delivering the introduction as 

┘ヴｷデデWﾐが IﾗﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ ; ゲﾗﾏHヴW ﾉｷﾐW ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW WaaWIデゲ ﾗa ﾏ┞ ｷﾐﾃ┌ヴ┞ぎ け┘ｴｷIｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS に force 



ﾏW デﾗ ヴW;ﾉｷゲW Iげﾏ ﾐﾗ ﾉﾗﾐｪWヴ ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ に make me think about my own mortality に and take me に 

to the very edge に ﾗa SWゲヮ;ｷヴくげ H;┗ｷﾐｪ aｷﾐｷゲｴWS ﾏ┞ aﾗｷﾉWS ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ H┌ｷﾉS デWﾐゲｷﾗﾐが I デ┌ヴﾐ H;Iﾆ 
デﾗ デｴW ゲﾗﾉﾗ ﾉ;┌ｪｴWヴ ;ﾐS ゲ;┞が けNﾗ┘ ┞ﾗ┌ aWWﾉ ; デ┘;デが Sﾗﾐげデ ┞ﾗ┌い Tｴｷゲ ｪWデゲ ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ デ┘ﾗ-second 

laugh. 

 

Chiding an individual punter aﾗヴ ﾉ;┌ｪｴｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デｴW け┘ヴﾗﾐｪげ place establishes a running theme, 

and allows me to comment on further unexpected laughs from both individual punters and 

the audience as a whole. For example, about ten minutes into the show, I describe lying on 

the snowy pavement with a broken hip and no apparent way of asking anybody to help me. 

My delivery is quiet, slow and calm as I recall what I was thinking: けOKが ┘Wﾉﾉく Mﾏく I に might 

[long pause] dieくげ TｴWヴW ｷゲ ; a┌ﾉﾉ-audience laugh, which last for two seconds. I break out of 

デｴW ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐデ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ ﾗa ﾏ┞ ヮ;ゲデ ゲWﾉa デﾗ IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデ ﾗﾐ デｴｷゲ ヴW;Iデｷﾗﾐぎ けD┌ﾐﾐﾗ ┘ｴ┞ デｴ;デげゲ a┌ﾐﾐ┞ 
actually, but に ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへげ A aW┘ ﾏｷﾐ┌デWゲ ﾉ;デWヴが I talk about a woman who lived near where I 

fell coming out to help me and one of the details gets an unexpected laugh, which I 

IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデ ﾗﾐぎ け“ｴW デﾗﾗﾆ デｴW ヴ;ｷﾐ Iﾗ┗Wヴ aヴﾗﾏが aヴﾗﾏ ; IｴｷﾉSげゲ に buggy. Erm, to, to [somebody 

starts laughing] keep the snow に ぷI ヴWｪｷゲデWヴ デｴW ﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへ Oｴぁ Aｪ;ｷﾐが ┘ｴ┞い ぷﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴへげ 
 

Although I am ostensibly puzzled or even slightly annoyed by these unexpected laughs, the 

important thing to note is that each time this happen, my comments lead to further 

laughter. The audience understand that this is mock-annoyance, that I am not seriously 

telling them off for laughing. This means that when I accusW デｴWﾏ ﾗa けﾏﾗIﾆｷﾐｪ ﾏ┞ ヮ;ｷﾐげが ｷﾐ 
fact I am communicating almost the opposite. I am sending up the idea that laughter might 

be inappropriate in a comedy show, even one about pain, distress and mortality. By 

pretending that they are breaking the rules by laughing in the wrong places, I am actually 

giving them permission to laugh. 

 

Intimacy 

 

M┞ ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲW ｴWヴW ｷゲ デﾗ ｪWﾐWヴ;デW ┘ｴ;デ NWﾉゲﾗﾐ デWヴﾏゲ けﾆﾐﾗ┘-┘ｴ;デげが H┞ ヴWaﾉWIデｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ﾏ┞ 
experiential knowledge as a maker of comedy to reveal the methods of composition I used 

to create a stand-up show about a particular life experience: the initial noticing of 

incongruities; the use of a notebook; the structuring of individual jokes; the conscious 

manipulation of the truth to create comic and theatrical effects; and the techniques used to 

assure the audience that their laughter is appropriate. However, what I have not yet tackled 

is the underlying creative motivation. What was it that motivated me to use such a difficult 

moment in my life as the basis of a comedy show? 

 

In an episode of the podcast recorded at the time when I was trying to create a coherent 

overall structure in which to place all the fragments of notes I had so far, I confessed I was 

┘ﾗヴヴｷWS デｴ;デ デｴW ゲｴﾗ┘ ﾏｷｪｴデ デ┌ヴﾐ ﾗ┌デ デﾗ HW ﾃ┌ゲデ ; ゲWヴｷWゲ ﾗa けデｴW ﾏﾗゲデ ゲ┌ヮWヴaｷIｷ;ﾉ ｪ;ｪゲぐ┘ｷデｴ ; 
Hｷデ ﾗa ﾐ;ヴヴ;デｷ┗W デﾗ ﾏ;ﾆW ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa デｴWﾏげく Tｴｷゲ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS aWWﾉ ﾉｷﾆW けゲWﾉﾉｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ デｴW ｷSW; ﾗa デｴW ゲｴﾗ┘が 
デﾗ HW ゲﾗﾏW ゲﾗヴデ ﾗa ｴﾗﾐWゲデ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWげく37 Implicit in this is the idea that 

there is some principle at stake here, and that principle is that に for all the manipulation of 

truth に I should open up to the audience in a spirit of honesty. 



 

This desire to share experience relates to a quality which has been identified as an 

important part of comedy: intimacy. Noël Carroll argues デｴ;デ ｴ┌ﾏﾗ┌ヴ けfunctions to build and 

デﾗ IﾗﾐゲﾗﾉｷS;デW Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲが ｴﾗ┘W┗Wヴ WヮｴWﾏWヴ;ﾉげが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲ ┘ｴ┞ け┘W ┌ゲW ｷデ デﾗ Wゲデ;Hﾉｷゲｴ 
Iﾗﾐデ;Iデ ┘ｷデｴ ゲデヴ;ﾐｪWヴゲくげ38 I;ﾐ BヴﾗSｷW ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ けone of the hallmarks of stand-up as a 

performative genreげ ｷゲ デｴ;デ ｷデ IヴW;デWゲ けa diゲヴWｪ;ヴS aﾗヴ デｴW Sｷゲデ;ﾐIｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW ゲデ;ｪWくげ39  

 

Susan Seizer discusses the use of sexual and obscene words in stand-up, arguing that they 

ﾗヴｷｪｷﾐ;デW ｷﾐ ; けヴW;ﾉﾏ ﾗa ｷﾐデｷﾏ;I┞げぎ けTaking these words out of the realm of the senses to use 

them in public address collapses the expected barrier between these experiential arenas, an 

ｷﾐIﾗﾐｪヴ┌ｷデ┞ デｴ;デ ゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲWゲくげ Iﾐ デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ けthe stripped-ﾐ;ﾆWS H;ゲｷIゲ ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐげが 
IﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐゲ けIﾗﾏHｷﾐW ゲWﾉa-W┝ヮﾗゲ┌ヴW ;ﾐS ｷﾐデｷﾏ;デW ;SSヴWゲゲげ デﾗ けIﾗﾏﾏWﾐデ ﾗﾐ ﾗ┌ヴ IﾗﾉﾉWIデｷ┗W 
human IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐくげ40 It was this kind of commentary on the human condition that I was 

aiming for in my constipation routine, in which I specifically exposed a moment in which I 

experienced the stripped-naked basics and being human. 

 

There is also an emotional dimeﾐゲｷﾗﾐ ｴWヴWく Tｷﾏ MｷﾉWゲ デ;IﾆﾉWゲ BWヴｪゲﾗﾐげゲ HWﾉｷWa デｴ;デ ﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴ 
;ﾐS Wﾏヮ;デｴ┞ ;ヴW ｷﾐIﾗﾏヮ;デｷHﾉW ｴW;S ﾗﾐが ;ヴｪ┌ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ けstand-up comedy exists in some 

ﾉｷﾏｷﾐ;ﾉ ゲヮ;IW HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW;デヴW ;ﾐS ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIWぐ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ｴWIﾆﾉｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ;┌SｷWﾐIW 
participation. In doing so, the interpersonal interactions that often facilitate emotion are 

aﾗヴWｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSWSくげ41 He uses interviews with comedians and audience members to show that, 

far from being detached and emotionless, stand-up comedy can be a deeply emotional 

experience for all concerned. For the performers, ｷデ I;ﾐ HW けﾃﾗ┞ﾗ┌ゲげ ﾗヴ けSｷゲﾏ;ﾉげが SWヮWﾐSｷﾐｪ 
on how well the gig goes.42 TｴﾗゲW ┘;デIｴｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲｴﾗ┘ デ;ﾉﾆ ;Hﾗ┌デ ｷデ ;ゲ ; けヮWヴゲﾗﾐ;lげ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW 
ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ けｷデ aWWﾉゲ ﾉｷﾆW ┘W ;re aヴｷWﾐSゲげが ﾗヴ describe デｴW けa;ﾐデ;ゲデｷI aWWﾉｷﾐｪげ デｴW┞ ｪWデ aヴﾗﾏ ゲデ;ﾐd-

up. Miles notes that, けMany participants commented on the identification the audience 

member feels with the stand-up comedian in strongly emotional, experiential and 

Wﾏヮ;デｴWデｷI デWヴﾏゲくげ43 

 

CﾗﾏWSｷ;ﾐゲ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮ ゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲ ｷﾐ ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデｷﾐｪ ;┌SｷWﾐIWげゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWゲが ;ﾐS whilst performing Break 

a Leg I could sense that the audience were with me, and in spite of chiding them for 

けﾏﾗIﾆｷﾐｪ ﾏ┞ ヮ;ｷﾐげが I Iﾗ┌ﾉS aWWﾉ デｴWｷヴ Wﾏヮ;デｴ┞ ;ﾉﾗﾐｪゲｷSW デｴWｷヴ ﾉ;┌ｪｴデWヴく IﾐSWWSが デｴWヴW ┘WヴW 
moments when this became very tangible. When I recall that after the accident the 

;ﾏH┌ﾉ;ﾐIW けデﾗﾗﾆ ;ﾐ ｴﾗ┌ヴ ;ﾐS デWﾐ ﾏｷﾐ┌デWゲ デﾗ ｪWデ デｴWヴWげが デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏ;ﾆWゲ ; IﾗﾉﾉWIデｷ┗W 
sound に gasping and drawing in breath に which is as loud as some of the laughter. This 

suggests sympathy with me for having to wait for so long whilst injured and in pain, and 

possibly outrage at the current state of our public services in allowing such a wait to 

happen. 

 

CﾉW;ヴﾉ┞が デｴｷゲ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa Wﾏヮ;デｴ┞ ｷゲ ｴ;ヴS デﾗ ゲケ┌;ヴW ┘ｷデｴ BWヴｪゲﾗﾐげゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデ デｴ;デ SWデ;IｴﾏWﾐデ ｷゲ 
needed to appreciate humour. However, it is possible that there is complexity in the way 

audiences respond to stand-up shows, moving easily from empathy to detachment as 

required. They may feel an underlying empathetic connection with the comedian, but still 

be capable of taking a more detached view at the key moment in every joke. Indeed, one of 



the classic theories of comedy に relief theory に suggests that laughter is caused when some 

kind of tension is relieved, perhaps implying a shift from empathy to detachment.  

 

Freud suggests that ｴ┌ﾏﾗ┌ヴ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ゲ ┌ゲ デﾗ デヴｷ┌ﾏヮｴ ﾗ┗Wヴ デｴW ﾏｷゲaﾗヴデ┌ﾐWゲ デｴ;デ HWa;ﾉﾉ ┌ゲぎ けThe 

ego refuses to be distressed by the provocations of reality, to let itself be compelled to 

suffer. It insists that it cannot be affected by the traumas of the external world; it shows, in 

fact, that such traumas are no more than ﾗII;ゲｷﾗﾐゲ aﾗヴ ｷデ デﾗ ｪ;ｷﾐ ヮﾉW;ゲ┌ヴWくげ44 In an episode 

ヴWIﾗヴSWS ﾃ┌ゲデ ;aデWヴ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲｴﾗ┘が I ﾐﾗデW デｴ;デ けデｴWヴWげゲ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ ┗Wヴ┞ デヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗W 
in a way about taking that unpromising subject matter for comedy and turning it into 

ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ ｪWデゲ ; ﾉ;┌ｪｴくげ45 If I found the process of turning unpleasant experience into 

comedy therapeutic に as Freud would suggest, triumphing over the traumas of the external 

world に my hope was that I would offer the audience a similar pleasure.  

 

I hoped to create a performance which would feel like an authentic human interaction, to 

create a kind of intimacy which would allow me to share my experience with the audience 

and view it through a frame of amused detachment which might create insights about the 

human condition. Towards the end of the show, I make this aim explicit: 

 

And I asked my son Tom に Wヴが ┘ｴ;デ ｴW ﾏ;SW ﾗa ┘ｴ;デ Iげ┗W HWWﾐ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴく AﾐS デｴWゲW ;ヴW ｴｷゲ W┝;Iデ ┘ﾗヴSゲく 
ぷヴW;Sｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ ﾐﾗデWHﾗﾗﾆへ さIa I ┘;ゲ ヴW┗ｷW┘ｷﾐｪ ┞ﾗ┌ヴ ﾉｷaW ;ゲ ; ﾏﾗ┗ｷW に IげS ゲ;┞ ┞ﾗ┌ ｴ;┗Wﾐげデ HWWﾐ ﾗﾐ ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa ; 
journey. [laughter, 3 seconds] But に I デｴｷﾐﾆ ｴWげゲ ┘ヴﾗﾐｪく ‘ｷｪｴデい I デｴｷﾐﾆ ｴWげゲ ┘ヴﾗﾐｪく けCﾗゲ I デｴｷﾐﾆ I have been on a 

ﾃﾗ┌ヴﾐW┞く AﾐS Iげﾉﾉ デWﾉﾉ ┞ﾗ┌ ﾗﾐW デｴｷﾐｪ に デｴ;デ Iげ┗W ﾉW;ヴﾐデ aヴﾗﾏ デｴｷゲ に that I wanna take forward for the rest of my 

ﾉｷaWく AﾐS デｴ;デげゲ デﾗ ﾉｷ┗W ┞ﾗ┌ヴ ﾉｷaW well. To try and do whatever you can, and it takes effort. It takes effort に to do 

the things you want to do に with your one chance に ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ ;ﾉｷ┗Wく TｴW┞げヴW デｴW デｴｷﾐｪゲ デｴ;デ ┞ﾗ┌ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ Sﾗが ;ﾐS 
ｷデげゲ ┘ﾗヴデｴ に putting the effort in. 

 

I acknowledge デｴ;デ け┞ﾗ┌ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ﾉｷ┗W ﾗﾐIWげ ｷゲ け; IﾉｷIｴYげ ┘ｴｷIｴ けゲﾗ┌ﾐSゲ Iﾗヴﾐ┞げが but I refine my 

point about getting the most out of life by ridiculing the kind of phony euphoria seen in 

adverts for soft drinks or mobile phones, contrasting it with the けヴW;ﾉ ﾃﾗ┞げ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWS H┞ 
ordinary people に illustrating the point by referring back to incidents described earlier in the 

show: けReal joy is an eleven-year-old girl, meeting up with her friends by arrangement for a 

game of hide-and-seek! [laughter] Real joy is people who may be elderly but they ｴ;┗Wﾐげデ 
forgotten how to flirt! Real joy, to be completely honest about it, is writing and performing 

this entire show に for one night only に aﾗヴ デｴW ｴWﾉﾉ ﾗa ｷデくげ By saying this I am suggesting that 

the path to fulfilment lies not in consumer products, but in making the effort to take control 

of our lives に and I am offering my own comedic efforts by way of example. 
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