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            THE QUEEN OF COMEDY

         
 
         
            ‘Hart, 37, has arrived as the statuesque darling of BBC light entertainment, arguably even its saviour.’
            
 
            – Dominic Cavendish, The Times
            

         
 
         All hail Queen Miranda! A sudden hit in British comedy, she is our sweetheart of light entertainment. At first glance, it seems her success happened overnight. In 2010, she received her first nomination at the British Comedy Awards but it wasn’t until 2011 – where she won not one gong, but a hat trick (or ‘Hart trick’ – thanks, Daily Mail) – that she took her place in the comedy spotlight. Before this barrage of awards, most would not have known who Miranda Hart was, let alone recognise her by her first name alone. Now, she is one of our best-loved comedians, slowly nudging herself towards national treasure-dom. Her self-titled sitcom propelled Miranda to fame and into the nation’s hearts and has itself achieved cult TV status. The show is based on a persona she developed in her stand-up, an immature singleton who giggles at the word ‘bottom’. Her cosy comedy receives ratings of over 4.4 million thanks to furious word-of-mouth and glowing reviews – and her appeal may yet broaden still further.
         
 
         On why she thinks she has become such a sensation, Miranda has suggested it might have something to do with a British love of failure: ‘My aim was to tap into that universal truth that we all feel awkward in life, but hide it to varying degrees. Everyone feels like a dick at some point in their life – probably every day.’ But she seems almost oblivious to how successful she has become. Talking to Stylist magazine, she said that she doesn’t feel like a role model, or that she has become ‘one of the most popular female figures in comedy’. When asked how she felt about suggestions that people are inspired by her comedy, she responded humbly, ‘I find it hard to believe really. If it is true, it’s amazing.’
         
 
         Miranda’s self-titled sitcom arrived in 2009 during an era when comedy was becoming popular again, taking over the TV listings. A sea change of sorts had begun with Live at the Apollo, which has spun off into Michael McIntyre’s Comedy Roadshow: a stand-up comedy vehicle that introduces the nation to acts working the gig circuit around the UK. Panel shows are abundant: if Have I Got News For You and Never Mind The Buzzcocks were once the big boys in town, they’ve now been joined by Mock The Week, Would I Lie To You?, QI, 8 Out of 10 Cats, Shooting Stars, Celebrity Juice, Ask Rhod Gilbert and many more, all jostling for our attention. Ricky Gervais is in America, spreading the good word of British comedy, and Matt Lucas and David Walliams have become international stars. Miranda is waving the flag for sitcoms, harking back to our tradition of Are You Being Served?, Dad’s Army and Keeping Up Appearances.
         
 
         Her journey to becoming a multi-award-winning comic started with three nominations at the Royal Television Society (RTS) awards in March 2010. She won Best Comedy Performance but in her other categories others took the trophies home – Best Comedy Writer, where her co-writers James Cary and Richard Hurst were co-nominated, was awarded to Iain Morris and Damon Beesley for The Inbetweeners, and Best Scripted Comedy went to single-camera show The Thick of It. Speaking to Davina McCall on Twitter, who she made friends with on the Sport Relief cycle from Land’s End to John O’Groats, she shrugged, ‘Genuinely not bothered about winning. Just lovely to be there. In fact, don’t want to win – terrified of speeches!’ Speaking in a later interview, she said that she found it a surreal and nerve-racking experience. ‘I don’t really remember it but I got up and said, “I haven’t won a prize since junior high jump in 1980” and I ran off. Everyone kind of went “Oh”.’
         
 
         Soon after the RTS bash, in May 2010, came two BAFTA nominations – Female Performance in a Comedy Role and Situation Comedy. In the end, the accolades went to Rebecca Front and The Thick of It, respectively, but Miranda was just excited to be there. She told one red-carpet interviewer that she had only recently learned of the nominations and couldn’t believe her luck, ‘I literally can’t quite believe it. It’s like I’m looking down on myself. It’s very, very exciting… 12-year-old me would be going mental right now… It’s just amazing to be in the company of people I admire.’ In the category of best female comedy performance, she was nominated alongside Rebecca Front (from The Thick of It), Jo Brand and Joanna Scanlan (both from Getting On). Miranda imagined an all-girls-together revolution. ‘I think it would be rather marvellous if all four nominees could get up together and make some screamy, girlie-based speech. You never know. The joint winners are…’
         
 
         Alas, such a spectacle did not arise, and Rebecca Front took the award for her portrayal of Nicola Murray. Front claimed she was staggered, assuming she hadn’t won because she was sat in the middle of a row. For the Situation Comedy category, Miranda was contending with Peep Show, The Inbetweeners and The Thick of It. As well as winning this category, The Thick of It team owned the night, with Peter Capaldi taking the prize for Male Performance in a Comedy Role.
         
 
         After the BAFTAs, Miranda had time for a quick dress change before heading off with her ‘telly mum’, Patricia Hodge, to the Monte Carlo TV Festival in Monaco a few days later, where they were both nominated for Best Comedy Actress. But Miranda’s big night was to come early next year. The British Comedy Awards 2010 were on their way and Miranda was up for four gongs – Best Comedy Actress, the People’s Choice Award (for the King or Queen of Comedy), Best New British TV Comedy and Best Sitcom. The ceremony was held at the Indigo2 at The O2 Arena and was broadcast for the first time on Channel 4, formerly shown on ITV. Prior to the event, talk was all around regular host Jonathan Ross, who returned in 2009.
 
         After the row over prank calls he made with Russell Brand, now commonly known as Sachsgate, Wossy announced that he would not be presenting the 2008 show and Angus Deayton took his place as host. Apart from this and the inaugural ceremony (presented by Michael Parkinson), Ross has hosted every year. Every year, there is anticipation about the show, the host and the controversy he has brought with him. In 2006, he made a joke about Heather Mills and her prosthetic leg and was heavily criticised by the press. A year later, he wound up news journalists by suggesting he was worth ‘a thousand BBC journalists’, just as many redundancies were being made. This year, Jonathan and the show had a new home, a channel with a reputation for being more lenient towards ‘challenging’ comedy. After all, this was the channel that stood up for Frankie Boyle when he made a sexual joke about Katie Price’s disabled son Harvey. The show has become legendary for creating memorable moments, including Julian Clary’s famous comment about Norman Lamont in 1993. The format was being revamped for Channel 4, with the new award, the People’s Choice, returning after an incident in 2005, where Ant and Dec were given the award, when it should have gone to Catherine Tate. This led to an Ofcom fine of £80,000 and, after further investigation around the British television phone-in scandal in 2007, led to a record fine of £5.675 million. Channel 4 was happy to pick up the show and brought back the phone vote, which was carefully overseen by the Electoral Reform Services.
         
 
         The night was a big success for the organisers and, of course, the winners. The British Comedy Guide website, who were live blogging the occasion, confirmed that Jonathan Ross was on form, ‘The customary Jonathan Ross speech is proving as popular in the room as always. Digs at Horne and Corden, Gervais and Carr have already been ticked off.’ He also described Simon Amstell’s acting as ‘so wooden Ray Mears tried to make a canoe out of him’. But it’s all part of the spirit of the night, as Dara O’Briain, who presented Michael McIntyre with the gong for Best Male TV Comic, says, ‘These are the most openly bitchy awards ceremony because, frankly, we just don’t mind! This is Jonathan’s front room.’ And he can take it as well. Russell Brand’s recorded video message for winning Outstanding Contribution to Comedy teased him about the Sachsgate scandal: ‘Jonathan, you’re a father figure, what were you thinking?’
         
 
         Other winners of the night included Jo Brand, Peep Show writers Sam Bain and Jesse Armstrong, Charlie Brooker for Newswipe, Kayvan Novak, Horrible Histories, John Bishop, Samantha Spiro, Harry Hill, Would I Lie To You? and Peter Capaldi. The lifetime achievement award went to Roy Clarke OBE, creator of Last of the Summer Wine, Open All Hours and Keeping Up Appearances, a fine moment for lovers of the traditional sitcom. The Inbetweeners won Best Sitcom, which Miranda was also nominated for. But the highlight of the evening, the woman of the match, was Miranda Hart.
         
 
         Even as Jonathan Ross was telling viewers about the nominations for the People’s Choice Award, and explaining how to vote, she had the support of the room. The British Comedy Guide website wrote at the time: ‘Sounds like Miranda will be a very popular winner for the People’s Choice Award; the only cheer we noticed from the auditorium.’
 
         Even before the event, a critic for the Telegraph wrote up who they thought should win in each category: ‘This will go to a public vote, so it should be a straight fight between McIntyre and Hart. Whichever of them wins, it’ll be a victory for gentle, friendly, uncynical comedy. I’d take McIntyre, although it would be nice to see empress of slapstick Hart lift the award, not least because she’d almost certainly drop it on her foot, mug to camera then fall over.’
         
 
         As the evening built up, all signs pointed to victory for Miranda. First she won Best New TV Comedy for Miranda, as, although series two had just finished airing, the first series broadcast in November 2009 was eligible. Later, she picked up Best Female Comedy Actress, presented to her by Simon Le Bon from Duran Duran. As she accepted the award from the 1980s icon, real-life Miranda blurred with her sitcom alter ego as she flirted with him, ‘Yes, I will go back to your hotel! Thank you very much, wow! Actually, not really, you’re OK.’
         
 
         Now, Miranda relaxed. Being up against Michael McIntyre, Ant and Dec, Harry Hill and David Mitchell, she didn’t much fancy her chances. But when David Tennant opened the envelope, he gleefully announced, ‘The winner of the People’s Choice Award is… it’s Miranda Hart!’
 
         Her face showed her genuine astonishment as she staggered to the stage to make another dreaded speech: ‘From Louie Spence to Simon Le Bon to David Tennant! Erm, this is a joke, right? Because Michael McIntyre and Ant and Dec are like proper famous and stuff, come on! I genuinely don’t know what to say. I mean, terrified of the thought of getting up – I just spat! I just actually spat! … I’m really so overwhelmed, as you can see, I’m making a total tit of myself. Thank you so much to everyone who voted. That’s all I can say, really. Thank you.’
 
         She was still in shock the morning after, saying on Twitter, ‘Very amusing dream last night that I met Simon Le Bon and spat on stage at the comedy awards’.
 
         In the aftermath of the British Comedy Awards, there was only one person taking the headlines. Miranda Hart, the lady who walked away with three trophies, appeared on almost every chat show available – they all wanted her. Speaking to Alan Carr on his TV chat show, Chatty Man, she said she was still buzzing and couldn’t quite believe it. He suggested that Simon Le Bon had been flirting with her too and she joked, ‘Well, you know, he’s only human.’ She went on to confess an embarrassing moment she had on stage: ‘I kind of held on to him for a bit too long… I gave him a hug and I could feel him slightly trying to withdraw, but I wouldn’t let him go. And I was like, I’m doing this for too long, and it’s on telly. Even then I couldn’t quite let go.’ Alan asked how she celebrated her victorious evening, imagining – as we might too – a night of champagne and revelry. In fact, she admitted that she and the cast went back to her house for a cup of tea and to enjoy the contacts of their goodie bags, ‘within which was, literally, three packets of crisps and a pint glass that you might get at an Esso garage in the 80s. And then, a Creme Egg’. A cup of tea and a Creme Egg at home with her sitcom family – how quaint.
         
 
         Adrian Chiles and Christine Bleakley spoke to Miranda on ITV’s Daybreak, and congratulated her on her hat trick. Chiles said of the Comedy Awards, ‘I mean that’s a tough gig actually, isn’t it? Because you’ve got to be funny. I mean, if you won a comedy award, you’ve got to stand there and be funny, otherwise they might confiscate it.’
         
 
         Miranda wasn’t sure she managed that as, in her words, she just ‘spat and dribbled and embraced Simon Le Bon for a bit too long’. After time to regroup and find the right words, Miranda left a message for her fans on her website: ‘Thank you to everyone who voted for me at the Comedy Awards. If you saw the show you will have seen how embarrassingly speechless I was to get the People’s Choice Awards. I am such a fan of Harry Hill, David Mitchell, Michael McIntyre and Ant and Dec – they are all amazing entertainers. So to be considered amongst them, let along win, was a genuine shock. A big fat thank you for your support. You have made someone whose dream it was to get into comedy very happy. I am apparently now officially called the Queen of Comedy, so no eye contact please, only speak when you are spoken to and back out of the room. Thank you subjects.’
         
 
         So why was Miranda so surprised at winning? People were talking about her at water coolers around the country, she was getting big viewing figures, and journalists were singing her praises. But Miranda was so worried about reading something negative that she avoided reviews and wasn’t aware of the glowing write-ups she was given. Despite the fact the Christmas special attracted 4.4 million viewers, she couldn’t quite get her head around it: ‘I thought they’d got that wrong. I suppose because you sort of hear these figures, but it’s very hard to get a tangible sense of it being popular because it’s just sort of numbers. And I haven’t done a tour recently, I haven’t been out and about so I haven’t really got a true sense of it. I think that’s why I was particularly shocked by the People’s Choice Award.’
 
         But this wasn’t the end of the acclaim for Miranda and her series. March 2011 saw the RTS Awards, where she received two nominations to the previous year’s three. On this occasion, she won both categories: Best Scripted Comedy and Best Comedy Performance. Miranda was very excited to have won but, as it says on her website: ‘The highlight of the night was winning a dare to ask Ant and Dec for a bottle of champagne because the BBC aren’t allowed to buy champagne for their tables. Ant and Dec were kind enough to oblige!’
         
 
         Surely by now, this darling of light entertainment must be bombarded on the street, hounded by fans and unable to go about her daily life? Not quite. Approaching the broadcast of the second series, Miranda had been busy writing, rewriting, rehearsing and recording the show, so didn’t notice much difference. On his BBC chat show, Graham Norton suggested, ‘You were a working comic and you’ve guested on other people’s shows, but now this show… presumably it’s taken you to a whole different level of fame.’
 
         She replied that she does occasionally get recognised on the street, but then proceeded to tell how, recently in the waiting room at her doctor’s, the nurse called out her name, ‘Miranda Hart’, and she heard someone say, ‘Ooh! Do you think it’s her off the telly?’ After looking up to check, the lady concluded, ‘Oh, no it’s not.’
 
         Online, however, is a different story – Miranda has a legion of fans. There are numerous blogs dedicated to the comedian, where admirers post screenshots of their favourite moments in the show, funny clips, and fan videos of her character and Gary set to love songs.
 
         Some are asking the question whether it has been too much too soon. Andrew Pettie, writing for the Telegraph, says she is ‘at the moment at which a steady groundswell of approval becomes a storm of praise, hype and media exposure’. But this adulation is largely down to her filling a gap in comedy with a finesse that appealed to a wide audience. Success did not come overnight. It took a decade of hard work and ploughing on regardless through rejections that got her to this point. She feels that this is just the start of her career, but has said she already feels tired with the amount of work and emotional strength it took her to get here. In the heat of the moment at the British Comedy Awards, she did pay tribute to those closest to her: ‘I’d just like to thank my friends and family, really, for supporting me in the 10 years while I was gigging and didn’t get a job basically and for persevering with me. Thank you very much.’
         
 
         The 2011 BAFTA Television and Television Craft Awards did not provide Miranda with any further gongs, although the show earned three nominations. At the Television Awards on 8 May, Hart was in the running for Female Performance in a Comedy Programme (though Jo Brand would win the trophy thanks to her lead role in the hospital sitcom Getting On), while the programme itself was nominated in the YouTube-sponsored Audience Award, voted for by the public, a category won by the startlingly successful ITV2 series The Only Way is Essex. At the Television Craft Awards later in the month, Miranda director Juliet May was up against the directors of The X-Factor, Strictly Come Dancing and Coronation Street. Though May lost out to the Street’s Tony Prescott (for a special live episode of the serial), its association with three such well-established TV institutions underlined that, in a short space of time, Miranda had become appointment television.
         
 
         Miranda Hart continues to be recognised for her talent and it appears that she is no flavour of the month, but a writer and performer with the ability to keep delivering. But where did this comedy star come from and what made her want to make people laugh for a living?
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            2
     
            THE EARLY YEARS

         
   
         
            ‘Being told “Don’t be silly” as a child really pissed me off, so I thought, OK, I’ll be silly for a living then.’
            

            – Miranda

         

         The comedy stork delivered Miranda Katharine Hart Dyke to her parents in Torquay on 14 December 1972. She was joined by her sister Alice Louisa in 1975. There is a ‘laughs as therapy’ school of thought that believes comedians have usually suffered a troubled childhood they are trying to cope with. In many ways, Miranda’s upbringing was a privileged one: her father was naval captain David Hart Dyke, commander of the HMS Coventry during the Falklands War, and her mother Diana Margaret Luce, daughter of Sir William Henry Tucker Luce (former British Governor and Commander in Chief of Aden). Speaking on Frank Skinner’s TV series Opinionated, Miranda seemed coy about her aristocratic heritage, commenting, ‘Well, I suppose strictly I’m from an upper-class background but I wouldn’t say I’m upper class. The family goes back to the 12th century and my aunt and uncle live in a castle, three rooms of which they can’t afford to run – that’s how posh I am!’
         

         Miranda’s uncle, born Richard Luce, is in fact The Rt Hon. The Lord Luce KG GCVO PC DL – all those letters at the end marking him as a member of the Order of the Garter (a ‘Sir’), the Royal Victorian Order, the Privy Council of the United Kingdom and Deputy Lieutenant of West Sussex. After working as a Conservative MP, Lord Luce served as Governor of Gibraltar and then Lord Chamberlain to Her Majesty The Queen until 2008. Most recently, in March 2011, he succeeded Douglas Hurd as High Steward of Westminster. So, not your average uncle then, but, as a former Minister for the Arts (1985–90), it must be quite a delight for him to see his niece Miranda flying the flag for female comics in the field.
         

         The family moved to Petersfield, Hampshire, where Miranda spent the majority of her childhood, except when, like her comic counterpart, she was sent off to boarding school. But her comfortable upbringing suffered disruption at the age of nine when, in the spring of 1982, her father’s ship was sent out to protect the troops in the Falklands War. He was in command of the Royal Navy Type 42 destroyer HMS Coventry, one of three ships sent to ward off aircraft and protect the troops, 20 miles ahead of the fleet. He found it hard being away from his wife and daughters, the only contact being through letters, which arrived by helicopter and were quickly distributed around the ship. The men on board had to write swift replies in time for the second chopper that would take them away. Captain Hart Dyke sent sketches of the ship in action and received letters and drawings from his daughters in reply. He later recalled a particular drawing Miranda did of Coventry to give to his Petty Officer Steward. The man in question, Mick Stuart, was very touched by the gesture and pinned it up on the pantry wall.
         

         His main consolation during this difficult time was that his wife and family weren’t the only ones in the area going through it. Miranda’s mother Diana – known affectionately as ‘D’ – played an important role supporting other families in Hampshire who had husbands or sons fighting in the Falklands. But David kept a stiff upper lip throughout the operation. As he wrote in his memoirs, Four Weeks in May, ‘The captain could not be seen by his sailors to be moping.’
         

         But after one of their sister ships, Sheffield, sank, things were looking bleak for the brave father. His wife was understandably worried, doubled with the weight of other families looking to her for comfort, including the wife of Sam Salt, the ship’s captain. Meanwhile, his daughters had their mind on other things. Miranda wrote to him about her upcoming cycling proficiency test and some new shoes she had acquired, with only one brief sentence referring to the sinking of Sheffield, which she described as ‘very sad’.
         

         Letters continued to be a source of reassurance for Captain Hart Dyke. He received one from his brother-in-law, Richard Luce, after he had been to visit D and the girls. He reassured the captain that they had overcome the shock of HMS Sheffield and were getting along well, and that he even played some duets with Miranda and her mother.
         

         His mother wrote to him saying the girls were being wonderful – ‘Miranda especially helpful and understanding – and looking so pretty with gorgeous liquid brown eyes like Devon pools’. Here, she was referring to a stretch of the River Teign where he used to play when staying with his grandparents when his father was away at sea. He says, ‘Those deep brown pools, with their golden shingle which shone through to the surface in the sunlight, were magical, and they perfectly evoked Miranda’s eyes.’
         

         As things became more stressful on board, the captain found the letters something of a distraction. In a 2007 BBC documentary largely based on his memoirs, he remembered, ‘I was very keen to get a last letter to say everything was well at home, the children were all right, and then I wanted to forget home. Put it behind me, on a sort of happy note… You really have to concentrate on the people you are leading and the matters in hand.’

         His crew certainly needed him. HMS Coventry’s fate went from bad to worse and, eventually, on 25 May 1982, the destroyer was hit by Argentinean aircraft. The crew were prepared for a day filled with action as it was Argentina’s national day, and emotions were going to be high. They fired a Sea Dart to ward the enemy off, but it flew straight into the hills. The nearby Broadsword had a technical hitch with their missile, so were unable to shoot the Argentinean aircraft down. They opened fire but, once out of missiles, with machine gun fire desperately firing, were reduced to waiting in silence. Two 1,000lb bombs fell on the ship, their explosions letting off a flash and unbearable heat. Many on board suffered severe flesh wounds; Hart Dyke himself sustained burns to the face, hands and wrists. While the ship’s company attempted to escape, the captain awoke to a near-empty cabin and, suffocating from the smoke, felt near to admitting defeat. He recalled seeing severe devastation, figures on fire, and began to calmly accept his fate: ‘There was no alternative but to die and so I prepared myself accordingly. Suffocation begins with a welcome calming effect, yet it is only one small step away from collapse and death. I was not far from it… I had thought of home and, ridiculous as it seems now, wondered who was going to mow the lawn in my absence. Then my mind had gone blank.’
         

         Although he has no memory of how it happened, the captain found himself in clearer air. Despite the ship having no power and being in the process of sinking, he ordered Lieutenant-Commander Mike O’Connell to send the ship east into safer waters. But it was clear that the ship was going nowhere. Captain Hart Dyke felt helpless but, with help from the ship’s company, finally managed to escape.

         On that fateful day, 19 crew members were killed and 30 injured. Some were sent to a hospital ship, while the less serious cases – including Miranda’s father – received first aid on the nearby Broadsword. Officers and public figures paid tribute including the then prime minister, Margaret Thatcher: ‘Our fighting men are engaged on one of the most remarkable military operations of modern times… Our hearts go out to all the families who had men in those ships. We in Britain know the reality of war. We know its hazards and its dangers. We know the task which faces our fighting men.’
         

         It was important to all men – and families – involved to know they had not been fighting in vain.

         But when the news was announced on the BBC’s World Service, the name of the ship was not mentioned and, even when it was, families had to wait hours to find out if their loved ones were safe. It caused severe worry back at home. In the first letter he received after the incident, D told David how difficult that night had been, how she had tried to distract herself by making up beds and sorting clothes. Eventually, the call came and D knew her husband was safe. It was what she described as ‘the most wonderful moment [she] can remember’.
         

         During that time of uncertainty, D decided it was best not to tell Miranda and Alice that their father’s ship had sunk, and so she sent them off to school as normal. But people at school had heard about the ship and were naturally concerned for the children’s welfare. Miranda recalls one teacher asking how she was and her response – being something of a hypochondriac at the time – was ‘I’ve got a bit of a cold, but I’m fine, thanks.’

         When the children got home, their mother told them the terrible news. In interviews, Miranda has tended to put a comic sheen on the experience, saying she responded, ‘Oh dear. Can I have a flapjack?’, but her father’s memoirs paint a more serious reaction. ‘[Miranda] sat down, went very red in the face and kept repeating, “Oh dear, oh dear, poor Daddy, oh dear.”’

         When David Hart Dyke was finally reunited with his family, it was an understandably emotional moment. His wife and daughters were led up to his cabin on the QE2 when it came in to berth, and he and D had a tearful embrace. Once back in Petersfield, his life regained some normality, but he refused to speak publicly about the traumatic event for 25 years. In 1990, he retired from the armed services and now lives with D in Hambledon, Hampshire, near to Miranda’s childhood home.
         

         During its time in service, HMS Coventry brought down more enemy aircraft than any other ship in the Falklands, in its order to entice the enemy away from and protect British troops in San Carlos bay. Years later, he spoke pragmatically about the realities of conflict: ‘That’s war. It’s like a game of chess. You’ve got to give up some pieces to get checkmate at the end. I was one of those pieces’.
         

         Captain Hart Dyke was made an aide-de-camp to the Queen and was stationed in the United States. In the meantime, Miranda was sent away to boarding school in Berkshire. It doesn’t seem that her father’s ordeal affected the future comic any more than the small changes she experienced in her home life – a lot of women coming round for tea and the anxiety of cycling proficiency tests. Maybe she was to find distress waiting for her at boarding school, that she would have to therapeutically work out on the stage of a comedy club at a later date.

         Or maybe not, for Miranda has described her school days as the happiest of her life. She attended Downe House boarding school in Berkshire, an independent girls-only place of learning. Karl Simpson, the current Director of Admissions, says, ‘Downe House is not so much an independent girls’ boarding school, it is more a school for independent girls.’ This maxim seems to be reflected by the success of the school’s alumni.

         Miranda aside, former pupils at the school have included award-winning comedian Laura Solon, BBC sports presenter Clare Balding (who was head girl while Miranda was there), Sophie Dahl (and her mother Tessa), actress Geraldine James OBE, and even the possible future Queen Kate Middleton, who attended for one term before moving to Marlborough College. In an interview on The One Show, Balding – who Miranda remains friends with – reminded her of the school ethos: ‘You know what we were taught at school – stand up for yourself, be independent in thought and deed, pull your socks up, don’t pull your sleeves down, don’t fiddle with your hair, don’t spend more time trying to make your classmates laugh than you do concentrating on lessons and, above all, don’t show off. Sad to say, you’ve made a living out of doing just that. And rather successfully.’
         

         Indeed, rather than it being a nasty experience to forget, Miranda has huge fondness for her days at Downe House. Despite sporting a head brace and retainers for some of her time there, she was always popular: ‘I flitted between gangs; it was a deliberate choice. If you were good at sport, then you were popular, and I was very good at lacrosse, if I say so myself. I played for Berkshire. I’m a lean, sporty woman trapped in a fat body.’

         Hart has used her school days as inspiration for her comedy. In an interview on the red button following the first episode of the second series of Miranda, Downe House’s Clare Balding said that she recognised the character of Tilly, played by Sally Phillips. Phillips is a well-respected comedy actress and writer who made her mark on Lee and Herring’s TV series Fist of Fun in the mid-1990s, though she is probably best known for her performances in Channel 4’s Smack the Pony and the Bridget Jones films. Her character Tilly is introduced in the first episode of series one, ‘Date’. Miranda dreads meeting up with her old boarding-school friends for lunch (including Fanny, played by Katy Wix), but she gives in. ‘As Tilly says, when you’re dumped in a boarding-school dorm aged nine, you all bond for life. Even if you hate each other’.
         

         Miranda wrote the series herself and says Tilly’s language is based on the sort she heard during her time at boarding school. ‘They do that thing of making English words sound a little bit European by going, “Marveloso!”’ In the first episode alone, Tilly conjures up such classically quotable lines as ‘Utmost cooliosity, kissingtons, marvelismos, brillo pads’, and variations on Miranda’s nickname Queen Kong: ‘You’re the Empress of Kong! You’re Kongdeliza Rice!’ It also introduces her recurring catchphrase ‘Bear with… bear with…’, used whenever she pauses conversation to look at a message on her phone. When she has finished, she returns to her reluctantly patient company with ‘Back!’
         

         Throughout the series, Miranda is referred to as Queen Kong (because of her height, of course), among the other ridiculous nicknames cited. Miranda admits this actually happened at Downe School – she knew a Tilly, Fanny and Podge, and in the series refers to Milly, Bella, Bunty, Hooty and Pussy. Claire Balding (aka ‘Balders’ or simply ‘Head Girl’) remembers her friend Sarah who everyone called Piffle (‘because she talked such piffle all the time’). Viewers are left wondering who Tilly is referring to when she says, ‘Stinky was the best head girl ever! Do you remember when she immac’d a squirrel?!’

         On her blog for the BBC during the show’s broadcast, Miranda said that, by the third week of rehearsals, the cast had all taken to speaking in Tilly’s language. ‘It’s very contagious. Patricia Hodge will leave a rehearsal room saying “missingtons”.’

         In an interview for the Sunday Times Culture magazine, Miranda suggested that these characters are exaggerated versions of those at Downe House. ‘My school didn’t have lots of moneyed, King’s Road Tilly types, so I got lucky, as boarding schools go.’
         

         Miranda vividly remembers the first time she made someone laugh – doing an impression of her primary school’s headmaster. By mimicking his bizarre idiosyncrasies, Miranda made her mum and sister laugh hysterically. From then on, little Miss Hart got the bug. On ITV in 2010, she told the Loose Women panel: ‘I wasn’t aware I craved the laughter, but I wanted to be on stage. I just love silliness and I find life quite boring. I don’t like the responsibility of being an adult – I want to be making fun and lightness out of things. Being told “Don’t be silly” as a child really pissed me off, so I thought, “OK, I’ll be silly for a living then.”’
         

         Destined for comedy, Miranda was always the class clown and, as she told Alan Carr on Channel 4’s Chatty Man, ‘I always thought I was hilarious, whether I was or not.’ In her formative years, Miranda got her kicks performing silly pranks and practical jokes, whether staying in a cupboard all lesson, only to reveal herself two minutes before the end with a ‘Sorry I’m late’, or going through the hassle of getting a sheep from the nearby fields and putting it in her dormitory, just to hear their teacher say, ‘Who’s put a sheep in here?’ Very silly indeed.
         

         She has recalled one particular classroom prank, although denies performing it herself. Once in class with a certain Mrs Thwaites, who had a very long, thin plait, one of her classmates cut it off while she was facing the blackboard. It’s this sort of carelessness, common in childhood where there’s little awareness of any consequences, which is replicated throughout Miranda.
         

         There are several moments in the series which hint towards those sorts of classroom antics. In the third episode of series two, a flashback shows the young Miranda galloping down the school corridor. A teacher shouts at her, ‘Hart! Don’t run in the corridor!’
         

         She replies confidently, ‘It’s a gallop, miss. I think all businessmen should do it, and one day I hope to tell the nation via a TV show.’

         The teacher humours her. ‘Oh, Hart. With that naïve optimism, you gallop, girl. It’s the only you you’ll ever know.’ That (presumably imaginary) teacher could not have been more wrong.

         In an interview with the BBC’s Writersroom website, Miranda confesses that she has wanted to be a comedian as long as she can remember, to the point of wanting her own show on the BBC. Aged only six, she had seen Tommy Cooper, and knew even then that making people laugh was what she wanted to do. She has mentioned other comic greats as inspiration – Morecambe and Wise (Eric Morecambe especially), French and Saunders, Tony Hancock and Joyce Grenfell. And there are similarities between Hart and all of her comic heroes:

         She and Hancock both star in eponymous sitcoms playing exaggerated versions of themselves. The audience feel warmth through the failure and ineptitude of Miranda’s character the same way they did for Hancock. The same feeling could be said to be elicited by Tommy Cooper and his charmingly flawed magic tricks. Like French and Saunders, she isn’t afraid of being a female clown – whether it be dressing in unflattering outfits, or falling fantastically arse over tit. She’s got the well-spoken inflections of Joyce Grenfell. But perhaps most of all, she is the modern, female incarnation of the late Eric Morecambe. When she turns to camera with that look, we get a mischievous feeling we’re part of something the others on the screen aren’t. We’re in on the joke.
         

         Miranda has said that, when she saw Morecambe’s looks to camera on TV, she thought, ‘Ooh! He’s looking at me; I want to do that.’ And do it she has, with great aplomb. On the red carpet, when she was nominated for a BAFTA, she told one reporter she couldn’t quite believe her luck: ‘Twelve-year-old me would be going mental right now.’

         She has that peculiar British brand of comedy – a combination of self-deprecation, sarcasm and slapstick. She blames being away at boarding school for missing out on seeing much of the alternative comedy scene of the 1980s but her influences have brought to the public a much-missed brand of humour: the light-entertainment style of the 1970s, a nostalgic kind of reminiscence for some of us, and something fun and new for others. Our beloved Miranda Hart was always destined to be a star of the comedy world – and wanted it more than anything – but, as we shall discover in the following chapters, it didn’t come easily to her.
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            ‘When I see a tall woman, I’m always slightly like, woah, it looks weird, but that could be because of my complex about it, my worry over whether it’s womanly to be that tall.’
            

            – Miranda

         

         Actress and comedian Miranda Hart is the star of Miranda, but her alter ego in the series – joke-shop owner – is the butt of most of the jokes, lots of them revolving around her appearance. There is much speculation about how autobiographical the sitcom is, and how similar Miranda is to her on-screen persona, but we’ll look into that more a little later. What is clear is that her appearance has played an important part in how she feels about herself, as well as being a source of comic material. Self-penned jokes about her size stem from a dark time in Miranda’s life. ‘In terms of my character, I did very much start from myself. Then I’d get too sad and morose and angry, so I had to find the fun side of my teenage angst.’ Unlike her happy-go-lucky schooldays of galloping around corridors and being a popular lacrosse player, her teenage years and early twenties were pretty low times.
         

         After winning the People’s Choice Award, the comic expressed her surprise at her new-found popularity. She had been so busy that she regarded the viewing figures abstractedly as mere numbers, and she hadn’t read any reviews. Why, though? Miranda hates the way she looks and journalists seem to fixate on her appearance almost as much as she does. ‘People are obviously going to mention what I look like, but it’s a shame it has to be a key part. I can’t just be Miranda.’ And who can blame her for avoiding reviews when papers have described her in such unflattering and even unpleasant terms as ‘lady-mountain Miranda Hart’, ‘a human stegosaurus’ or ‘huge and hugely unfanciable’. ‘One of those comments is OK,’ Hart has argued, ‘you can deal with it, but, if you read 60, even the strongest person would start feeling low.’
         

         While Miranda remains understandably sensitive about certain comments regarding her appearance, she is still dedicated enough to comedy to courageously send herself up so frequently in her act, with so many laughs reliant on her size and clumsy nature. She is mistaken for a transvestite, addressed as ‘Sir’ by a delivery man and constantly called ‘Queen Kong’ by her old boarding-school friends. Now, Miranda is happy in herself, but still avoids reading reviews as it takes her back to unhappier times. ‘I’m quite a confident person in many ways, but there’s only so much you can hear about being compared to Hattie Jacques. For the record, she was a comedy goddess, but she was 25 stone. I hope I’m right in saying I’m not in any way nearly 25 stone.’

         And she doesn’t appear to be embarrassed by her body, willing to bare all for a laugh. Social awkwardness and being naked in public seem to go together for her comic creation, and the big-knickered Miranda does it so brilliantly and in such a typically English fashion. Her dress getting stuck in a taxi door and being ripped off wouldn’t be nearly so funny if it revealed a supermodel figure in sexy matching undies, rather than the looming figure in galumphing pants we are treated to.
         

         In one newspaper interview, the journalist is interrupted by the comic’s PR saying that they need to start make-up. Grimacing, Miranda says, ‘They probably looked at the state of me and thought, We’d better get her over there as quickly as possible.’ It seems that, despite being branded ‘Crush of the Week’ in another paper, and her immense popularity across the nation, Miranda still hates the way she looks. ‘I’m happy socially and I’ve got good friends, but everyone has got their thing, haven’t they? And mine is I don’t like looking in the mirror.’ She has also said that she can’t imagine anyone finding her attractive. This insecurity came from years of feeling she was different and being told by casting agents she did not fit the mould of the business they call show.

         At 16 years old, she was already 6ft 1in and was very thin. People laughed at her gangliness and clumsiness. ‘I was always tripping over and knocking into things, because I didn’t realise how wide my wingspan was.’ She wasn’t too worried about her height, but family and friends kept reassuring her that it was OK to be tall, people kept referring to it, and she started to feel different. They would encourage her to embrace her height, and tell her that models were tall, but she started to feel uncomfortable with herself and the more it bore weight on her mind, the more it was mentioned, the more ill at ease she felt. Despite fitting in well, she never felt happy in her own skin. ‘Perhaps that’s being tall,’ she reflected later, ‘not being comfortable with men until my mid-twenties.’

         And, although she was happy at the time, Hart reflects that going to an all-girls’ school may have affected her confidence and approach to men: ‘I think, for a shy person – and I was very shy until my mid- twenties – having been to an all-girls’ school is not brilliant on the boyfriend front later.’
         

         She had reached her full height by the time she was in the sixth form, but looked different to the Miranda we know today: ‘I was also very, very thin, and people used to laugh at the gangliness rather than the precipitousness.’

         Everything in Hart’s life pointed her to comedy and performing, and she applied for stage-management courses but, under parental pressure, she went to Bristol Polytechnic (now the University of the West of England) to study politics. There were new people to meet, new experiences to be had and opportunities ahead of her. But being so image conscious held her back. ‘It was definitely like meeting a new species of people. Suddenly, at age 19, I was thinking, Can you speak to these people? I was very, very nervous.’ She was worried about not being attractive to men or, as she puts it, ‘of not feeling like your stereotypical girl’. But it is exactly this aspect of her personality that people find attractive. It is her truth that people relate to when they watch the show’s character – on-screen Miranda is very ‘warts ’n’ all’ – or the endearing honesty and humility of the lady in interviews. She has said that, in retrospect, she realises she was ‘God knows how many stones lighter’ and that friends she was at university with have since told her that they thought she was sexy and wanted to make a move. She wishes she could stop thinking of herself negatively, but it seems a weakness she can’t rid herself of. ‘It’s such a waste of energy, I know. And I still do it now. I’m an idiot.’
         

         She graduated with a 2:1 in politics from Bristol by ‘pretty much winging it with what amounted to a photographic memory’. But then she reset her sights and enrolled on a postgraduate acting course at the Academy of Live and Recorded Arts in London (ALRA) in London. She told the Sunday Times how even the tutors couldn’t overlook her appearance. In ballet classes with her teacher Betty – ‘We called her Betty Ballet, which I thought was hilarious’ – her height was an issue. ‘She used to say, “A metre apart, please, at the barre,” and, with no sense of a joke, she added, “And two metres apart if you are next to Miranda.”’
         

         Miranda could see the funny side the first time it was said, but, as it was mentioned every lesson, the novelty quickly wore off. It set a precedent for the attitude of casting agents in the future. ‘Nobody would cast me as a lead in a sitcom and nobody would cast me as the girlfriend or the daughter. I was 6ft 1in and not of televisual frame.’

         Miranda found some solace writing sketches at university, but, after graduating, any work she could find was on the mundane side. Her first job was cleaning student flats, what she says is the worst job she ever had: ‘One flat’s sink was blocked and they were doing the washing up in the bath. Oh yes.’

         She went back to Hampshire to live with her parents and, as she had to cope with the alien world of growing older, life became a little trickier. ‘I was getting used to being tall. And then in my mid-twenties I ballooned in size. Then I was tall and big, and that I found difficult.’

         Miranda was struggling with agoraphobia, anxiety and panic attacks, and it didn’t help that the anti-depressants she had been prescribed added to the weight gain of some five stone. ‘It all happened after university,’ she told the Guardian. ‘I think I was just very anxious. I thought the world was a bit scary. Some people get depressed for six months and then pull themselves together. I just hid in a room and didn’t go out for two years.’
         

         Although university and negative comments contributed to her depression, she has described it as her natural disposition. ‘It’s just bad genes, bad luck, really. I’ll always have to force myself to see the positive, because I’m wired badly, I’d say. I’m just naturally a bit under, a bit depressed.’

         This manifested itself as agoraphobia, but, rather than a fear of open spaces, it was more people and crowds that Miranda feared. Now, Miranda loves to visit the countryside. When she had finished filming the first series of her sitcom, she went on a road trip around Wales, Cumbria and Yorkshire. ‘I love being in the middle of nowhere and looking up at the stars – it gives me this incredible feeling of peace.’

         She said that people are often surprised that she enjoys being among these vast expanses because of her former agoraphobia, ‘but the condition is nothing to do with a fear of open spaces. Agoraphobia goes hand in hand with crowds, so I’d have a panic attack in the theatre when I felt I couldn’t get out, or in a supermarket queue.’

         During one appearance on Have I Got News For You, they asked her if her agoraphobia was the reason she choose to do the sitcom Not Going Out. ‘Now that’s funny. And may I congratulate you because you are the first one to make said joke. How satisfying for us all. Oh and no, it’s not the reason.’
         

         But it turned out there was some pertinence to the question. ‘Although I have to say, on a more serious note, when I did still have agoraphobia, I found a theatre or a TV studio total bliss to be in – dark, soundproof, total escapism from the world.’
         

         It seems that some good came out of this unhappy situation: Miranda began to write. ‘I started writing comedy around that time because it was more fun inside my head than in the real world.’

         There is a theory that putting one’s problems down in words can help you overcome them. Speaking at the Edinburgh International Book Festival in 2008, author David Lodge said, ‘I find most writing therapeutic,’ and Graham Greene famously said, ‘Writing is a form of therapy; sometimes I wonder how all those who do not write, compose or paint can manage to escape the madness, the melancholia, the panic and fear, which is inherent in a human condition.’

         ‘The Hills Are Alive’ was Miranda’s attempt to put the situation to bed by telling her story. Broadcast in October 2006 as part of BBC Radio 4’s series Inner Voices, it was a character monologue, written with the help of her sister Alice, and was inspired by her time of suffering from agoraphobia. The description, ‘Imprisoned in a bedroom, you can only dream of going on a Sound of Music coach tour’, suggests that her sense of humour about the situation meant she had moved on to some extent.
         

         ‘I’ve been there and done that,’ she has said. ‘I’m not a Stephen Fry, it’s not going to be with me forever.’

         Fry is one of four million people in the UK with bipolar disorder, which has affected him throughout his life. He attempted to break the social taboo of discussing mental health with his BBC Two documentary The Secret Life of a Manic Depressive, talking to other sufferers of the condition. He says that, when he was diagnosed at the age of 37, ‘I had a diagnosis that explains the massive highs and miserable lows I’ve lived with all my life.’
         

         This idea of the sad clown is one that echoes throughout comedy history. The list of comedians who have suffered from depression is a lengthy one, and includes Robin Williams, Jim Carrey, Woody Allen, Groucho Marx, Lenny Bruce and Tommy Cooper. Other sufferers of bipolar disorder who went on to be comedians include Tony Slattery, Russell Brand, Bill Oddie, Ruby Wax and Spike Milligan.

         Milligan’s co-star in The Goon Show, Peter Sellers, was probably one of the condition’s most famous sufferers. The film The Life and Death of Peter Sellers (based on Roger Lewis’s book) was devoted to his struggle with his mental health. The pressure of Goon deadlines and a sick wife became too much for Milligan, as he later recounted: ‘One day I was with Peter Sellers when something inside me snapped. I tried to kill him with a potato knife. Either that or I just wanted to peel him.’
         

         Tony Hancock was another comic hero who was consumed by a sense of despair. He took his own life in 1968, aged just 44. Years later, Spike Milligan said that Hancock was a ‘very difficult man to get on with. He used to drink excessively. You felt sorry for him. He ended up on his own. I thought, He’s got rid of everybody else, he’s going to get rid of himself, and he did.’

         Even Miranda’s hero Eric Morecambe was prone to bouts of mild depression.

         Across the pond, outspoken comedian and broadcaster Sara Benincasa developed a one-woman show in 2009, documenting her experiences with agoraphobia and panic attacks. This is now being made into a book called Agorafabulous! to be published by William Morrow, an imprint of Harper Collins.
         

         Regarding her own experience of agoraphobia, Miranda is honest about her experience but prefers to keep it below the radar, prefacing answers to interviewers with: ‘I won’t bore you with it, because it wasn’t very nice…’

         And, unlike many of these cases, Miranda’s was a temporary condition that she has moved on from: ‘Though I’ll always be a fairly anxious person,’ she admits. ‘I have a good old cry at bad news and get rather down. Pessimism is my default setting.’

         In 1993, Miranda picked herself up and moved to Scotland – to Edinburgh. She lived there for a year, writing comedy and preparing herself for the 1994 Festival. This wasn’t cosy Hampshire at Mum and Dad’s house. It was a challenge. ‘I went to live in Edinburgh for a year and forced myself out of feeling sorry for myself. I had no heating, so that’s enough to wake you up.’

         Coming out as a comedian to her parents was a turnaround moment. She had been working as a PA in the charity sector when she told them what she really wanted to do. ‘They weren’t discouraging,’ she told the Guardian, ‘but they weren’t fully encouraging – which they are now – and that helped in a way. They just said, “Why don’t you stick with being a PA, you’re good at it,” and that made me, in a teenage way, go, “You just wait then, I’ll try and prove you all wrong.”’
         

         Determination combined with resilience meant that, no matter what people told her, or however few people turned up to see her, she carried on trying. ‘There must always have been a sense of “I’ve got enough to carry on”. You know, however much I’m terrified and think I look and sound ridiculous, there is a confidence that keeps me going. Every comedian has to be like that. You wouldn’t get on stage if you didn’t think that you were good.’
         

         She even managed to accept the way she looks. Or, at least, she found a way to make the most of her height by adopting a certain Python’s style of slapstick. ‘Anyway, look at John Cleese. Why not use those limbs if you’ve got them? If he contained himself, he wouldn’t be nearly as funny.’

         Still, she says she would like to be a little less tall. ‘I’d like to be 5ft 10in. That would be very nice, because then you can wear a heel and not look like a transvestite.’

         Of course, this is not the case. As well as old university chums, many fans have admitted to finding her very attractive. When one newspaper even named her ‘Crush of the Week’, her response to the Guardian’s Kira Cochrane was typically self-deprecating: ‘Shut up! That’s very worrying. But I can guess what they would say – something like, not the obvious choice, not the conventional choice, but for some reason Crush of the Week.’
         

         Charles I, a user of Digital Spy’s, was one smitten fan. He asked his fellow discussion-board friends: ‘Does anybody else find her attractive? I think I’d like to sit on her lap.’ We should probably leave it there quoting Miranda’s fans’ fantasies, but it proves a point. Hart told Stylist magazine that, since she has become famous, men’s reaction to her has changed: ‘I was out for the first time recently and there was definitely a palpable difference in response, which was lovely, but I haven’t had time to reflect on any offers of marriage yet. I’m bound to get more…’
         

         Miranda has been single for three years because she’s been working so hard and hasn’t had time for a relationship. ‘I’m much keener to be with people than I used to be and I can definitely see myself sharing my space in future… perhaps finally I’ll go on a road trip with someone apart from Peggy – I’m open to offers, write in!’

         But this tongue-in-cheek invitation came with a caveat: ‘The relationship will only work if my partner understands I need the odd day on my own from time to time. I’ll be the perfect wife: “Of course, darling, please go and have a weekend with the lads at football. Please get out of the house!”’

         So who’s the perfect husband for her? She told Stylist magazine that the main thing she looks for in a man is funniness. ‘I don’t need to be the funniest in a relationship; in fact, it would be really nice to have someone entertain me.’
         

         In the main, Miranda has conquered her appearance complex and has put her above-average height to good use, entertaining the nation with her fabulous pratfalls. But before she got there, she had to conquer Edinburgh and the radio. It was quite a struggle for the Queen of Comedy.

         She went from contented schoolgirl, showing off in class for laughs, to disaffected twenty-something, desperate for affirmation and a career in comedy. She is a strong woman and a role model for many young women, but who are the sisters of comedy that came before her? And is she alone in her suffering?
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