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            Introduction: Alternative Comedian

         
 
         I never wanted to be a comedian. When I was very young I wanted to be a writer, first of all a writer of philosophically inclined thrillers like Robert E. Howard, Ray Bradbury or Stan Lee, and then later a writer of thrillingly inclined philosophy, like Albert Camus, Franz Kafka or Samuel Beckett. But then, at the age of sixteen, I saw a comedian called Ted Chippington open for The Fall in Birmingham in October 1984 and literature’s loss became stand-up comedy’s loss also. However, unlike generations of would-be comedians before me or after me, I never really wanted to be a ‘comedian’. I wanted to be an Alternative Comedian, because all other types of comedian were sell-out scum and whores of the system.*
         
 
         
            * The editor of this book worries there might be people perusing this introduction who were born in the eighties, or even the nineties, and who will therefore need help understanding the archaic term ‘Alternative Comedy’. I don’t think my editor really knows much about the reading habits of young people, and like everyone in publishing, a dying industry with no future, he has his head in the sand. Do they still read at all, the young? I understand from the newspapers that teenagers spend an average of nine hours a week watching internet pornography. Are they supposed to find time to read as well now? Perhaps they are all experts at multitasking. As I understand it is known.
            
 
            Nonetheless, my editor feels that for many potential readers today’s full-spectrum dominance of stand-up comedy across all media, in the form of panel shows, top-selling  DVDs, live stadium gigs and cash-in books,  might be something they take for granted. It  was not ever thus, and apparently some context is necessary else these pages appear as nothing more than ‘the  demented ramblings of an inexplicably bitter  man’.
            

         
 
          
         I started out as a stand-up in the eighties, just as the Alternative Comedy scene that shaped me was coalescing into a commercial entity; by the end of the nineties, I had co-starred in four television series for the BBC and performed over 2,000 stand-up gigs. But by the turn of a new century, all my broadcasting work was cancelled, and I’d been circling the stand-up comedy circuit apparently aimlessly for over a decade. So sometime around the back end of 2000 or the start of 2001, I gradually, incrementally and without any fanfare – or even much thought – gave up being a stand-up comedian. By the time I quit, ‘Alternative Comedy’, and the machinery around it, was hardly recognisable from its beginnings in the late seventies anyway. ‘Alternative comedy?’ said the Bullseye host and old-school comic Jim Bowen every day from 1979 until his tragic end choking to death on a slice of bully beef. ‘It’s the alternative to comedy.’ And it had been, thank God.
         
 
         I was born in 1968. For my generation of London-circuit stand-up comedians there was a Year Zero attitude to 1979. Holy texts found in a skip out the back of the offices of the London listings magazine Time Out tell us how, with a few incendiary post-punk punchlines, Alexei Sayle, Arnold Brown, Dawn French and Andy de la Tour destroyed the British comedy hegemony of Upper-Class Oxbridge Satirical Songs and Working-Class Bow Tie-Sporting Racism. Then, with the fragments of these smashed idols and their own bare hands, they built the pioneering stand-up clubs The Comedy Store and The Comic Strip. In so doing they founded the egalitarian Polytechnic of Laughs that is today’s comedy establishment. Every religion needs a Genesis myth, and this is contemporary British stand-up comedy’s very own creation story.*
         
 
         
            * In his autobiography I Stole Freddie Mercury’s Birthday Cake,  the late, great Malcolm Hardee says it was  he who first coined the term ‘Alternative’  in relation to comedy or cabaret, for a night he hosted in a pub called The Ferry Inn in Salcombe in 1978,  in order to differentiate it from the more  mainstream fare offered by the local yacht  club. This is probably the only true ‘fact’ in Malcolm’s book. 
            

         
 
         However, this simplified fable ignores the rather more complex nature of British comedy in the seventies. It’s a romantic exaggeration to claim that The Comedy Store had an ideological position. It did, for about a week in 1980, but it didn’t when it started and obviously its policy today is defined by commercial imperatives alone. It is true there was an enormous bulk of increasingly dated and dubious working-men’s-club comics laughing at Pakistanis, poofs and their wives’ mothers. Their hot piss regularly cascaded into my childhood home via the conduit of ITV’s The Comedians, where enthusiastically dissipated tap-room whimsy and economically compressed racial hatred (the latter dishonestly edited out of the series’ cosily nostalgic DVD releases) were interspersed with trad jazz tunes from Kenny Ball or Shep’s Banjo Boys. Like an iceberg barely visible above the waterline of light entertainment, these twats nevertheless made up the majority of live stand-up in Britain at the time.*
         
 
         
            * Bernard Manning remained the liberal press’s chief old-school whipping boy until his death in 2007, largely  because he was the only one of these fools  anyone could even remember the name of. Personally,  I always preferred George ‘Welly’ Roper. 
            

         
 
         Meanwhile, the slowly dissipating after-fart of the fifties and sixties Oxbridge satire boom meant that posh kids still helmed the high-profile left-field TV and radio shows, such as Not the Nine O’Clock News or Radio Active, as they do again today, and got to tour a Cambridge Footlights show to mid-range theatre venues in the south of England every year, still dressed in matching outfits and singing funny songs about the news at the piano.
         
 
         Of course, there were dozens of superb seventies acts that didn’t fit this bipolar model and who were guilty of few, if any, of the ideological crimes now retrospectively ascribed to all British stand-up before 1979. It is difficult to pigeonhole the rarely bettered bone-dry stealth bombs of Dave Allen, the variety-circuit shtick of Les Dawson, the snug-bar surrealism of Chic Murray, the art-house proto-Alternative Comedy of John Dowie, the punk poetry of John Cooper Clarke and the storytelling folk-singer comedians Billy Connolly, Max Boyce, Jasper Carrott and Mike Harding. So, for the sake of simplicity, I will ignore them. (There is probably something on the internet you can read instead.)
         
 
         Another conveniently ignored factor in the development of the Alternative Comedy scene is economics. For example, when I started on the circuit in London in 1989, Roland and Claire Muldoon’s CAST organisation was a relatively high-profile promoter of New Variety nights, usually with a textbook balance of performers of all racial and sexual persuasions on the bill. But in the seventies, CAST had been a touring radical theatre group, expressly formed to bring about the collapse of capitalism and to encourage mass drug-taking and compulsory homosexuality, its funding continually questioned in the Commons by the perpetually outraged Tory MP Teddy Taylor. After the Conservative landslide of 1979, the ever-adaptable Muldoons smelt change in the air and scaled down their theatre shows into Alternative Cabaret evenings that espoused the same ideals but didn’t rely on funding that was clearly going to disappear. As the comedy historian Oliver Double noted in his study of the early circuit, ‘Alternative Comedy: From Radicalism to Commercialism’, refugees from left-wing theatre groups also found themselves key players in early Comedy Store line-ups or shows by Tony Allen’s Alternative Cabaret collective. There are few forms of entertainment cheaper to stage than stand-up. In some ways the Alternative Comedy scene was initiated on an economic model that was incongruously Thatcherite.
         
 
         But the comedy community I joined in the late eighties still retained traces of its birth in opposition to both the political and the entertainment establishments of its day. As well as being an ethical, admirable and even brave thing to do at the time, working within these politically correct parameters forced the Alternatives to find new subjects and new styles. And if these new comics’ jokes were ever sexist or racist, then they were at least aimed at totemic female figures, like Margaret Thatcher, or at races that had previously not been overtly stereotyped. ‘I’m an Albanian, I’m an Albanian!’ shouted Alexei Sayle on Chris Tarrant’s bandwagon-jumping zoo TV show O.T.T. whilst leaping up and down and hitting himself on the head with a tea tray. I stayed up late and watched, thrilled. If you told me that nearly thirty years later I would be fat and appearing on TV doing comedy in a too-tight suit just like Alexei Sayle’s, I would have swallowed my own fist.
         
 
         And how long ago the eighties seem now. Suddenly the decade has the dusty, foggy flavour of the forties or the fifties. When did we grow old, we who guffawed at Monty Python and Spike Milligan on BBC2 as children, and learned Young Ones scripts off by heart in our teens? It was a different world. This was the era when you could still scrape by on dole money, full student grants, like mine, or Enterprise Allowance Schemes and call yourself an artist without needing to earn a crust from art itself; when regional arts centres and the long-lost Arts Labs still hummed with a sense of community and common purpose, rather than just being used as tour stops by covers bands and hypnotists; when stand-up comedy and rock music were still not deemed worthy of reviews in broadsheet newspapers, except under special circumstances; and when alternative and underground culture was bush-telegraphed direct to your brain by inky fanzines and word of mouth.
         
 
         In those dogmatic days, sexual relations with women, who could often be found wearing earrings depicting men being castrated, were a complex ideological negotiation. How many student-union anti-sexist men’s groups were staffed by young boys who wanted only to be kissed? How many heroic lesbians first headed south only as a result of political expediency? Frequently, the most a man could aspire to was to be described as ‘a sound bloke’, an epithet which mixed left-of-centre political inclinations with a suggestion of un pretentious solidity. Yet in many ways things were simpler. The teenage girls we tried to date did not wear T-shirts saying ‘Whore’, ‘Slut’ or ‘No Gag Reflex’, nor queue up to get talent-spotted by lads’ mags in the Student Union Super-Pub, formerly known as The Mandela Bar. Oh, Winnie, how fortunate that you did not live to see your memory sullied so.
         
 
         Back then, under the shadow of an unattainable ideal of ideological purity, nobody, not bands or stand-up comedians or comic-book creators, wanted to be seen to ‘sell out to the Man’ by doing an advert or appearing on Top of the Pops or achieving any level of commercial sustainability. Gigs were performed on pallet stages in smoky pubs and scary squats, and were advertised on photocopied sepia-toned flyers pinned to walls. This was before computer graphics programs meant that even jumble-sale adverts have the production values of Hollywood movie posters, and before the internet could rally a crowd to see minor cult figures at the click of a mouse.
         
 
         And today’s young consumers would not tolerate our lack of sophistication. The first cappuccino I ever tasted was in the Queen’s Lane Coffee House in December 1985, when I went up to Oxford for university interviews, and it came with a tuna mayonnaise roll, served in a seeded bun with salad. At that time, the mid-eighties, these two items comprised the most exotic meal I had ever seen, and I remember the shock of the taste to this day. Back then, exciting food was still a novelty. Even pizza was regarded with suspicion. Pubs stopped serving at 10.30 p.m. and closed all afternoon. There were only four delicatessens in the whole of the country and all they sold was Belgian biscuits.
         
 
         And it was cold back then! It snowed all the time and we wore fingerless gloves and black woollen beanies and dead men’s Crombies and Dr Marten boots every day, not out of punkish affectation, but out of sheer necessity. There was no shame in a duffle coat in those dark days. Michael Foot, the last socialist leader of the Labour Party, a man who had actually put his life on the line voluntarily, fighting Fascists in the Spanish civil war, wore one. (He always said he didn’t, but he did.) And so did Alan Davies, who, along with Jack Dee, was the first Alternative Comedian of any profile to break ranks and do a big advertising campaign, flogging Abbey National policies sometime in the early nineties.*
         
 
         
            * Alan Davies later became infamous for biting the ear of a homeless man who shouted at him one night as he left Soho’s exclusive media hangout the Groucho Club. I am sure there are mitigating circumstances in this story – perhaps the tramp had an especially delicious ear – but it is too good an event not to  use as a mile-high metaphor for the way the  Alternative Comedian’s role has drifted somewhat  since the early days of the circuit. Once we stood shoulder to shoulder with society’s outsiders. Now we  view them as a late-night snack.
            

         
 
          
         Writing this now, God, how I miss the cultural side of the eighties – the rhetoric, the raggedy clothes, the politics, gigs you were frightened to go into, Radio 1 when it had weird bits, Channel 4 when it was radical, the NME when it had writers, and the thrill of discovering underground music and new comedy for yourself. Or maybe I just miss being eighteen, and like all those columnists who turned forty sometime in the late nineties and wrote simultaneous think-pieces on why Punk was the best thing ever, I’m just confusing the thrill of being young with the notion that the era in which I was young was in any way especially creative or remarkable.
         
 
         Nevertheless, because various brands of bespoke comedy are now ubiquitous on television, in clubs and on the internet, I don’t think anyone today will have the same experience we had, of stumbling across a slice of that new Alternative Comedy when it was fresh and unformed. And to find it you had to dig. There were a paltry two editions of Paul Jackson’s well-intentioned BBC2 circuit sampler Boom Boom Out Go the Lights. There might be specially recorded sessions on the John Peel show, from John Hegley or Eric Bogosian. And occasionally, in some provincial town that didn’t have London’s burgeoning comedy scene, you’d catch one of the Alternatives opening for your favourite band. To me, growing up in a conservative suburb south-east of Birmingham, these voices seemed like transmissions from Mars. I saw Peter Richardson from The Comic Strip opening for Dexys Midnight Runners as a Mexican bandit, and a young Phill Jupitus doing performance poetry at a Billy Bragg gig under the name of Porky the Poet. And in October 1984, I saw Ted Chippington, the man who made me a stand-up, supporting The Fall, and everything changed.
         
 
         Ted Chippington took the stage at The Powerhaus, Hurst Street, Birmingham, in Teddy Boy regalia, to a crowd that wasn’t expecting him. For the next half an hour, he stood rooted to the spot, scowling and supping beer, and in a flat Midlands monotone delivered variations on the same joke, involving a torturous misunderstanding of a place name, or a make of car, or an abstract concept, and all of which began with the phrase ‘I was walking down this road the other day’. These he interspersed with listless interpretations of pop hits. People were paralysed with laughter or furious with irritation. At the point tuned-in comedy consumers were beginning to process the new stand-up styles of Ben Elton and Alexei Sayle, Ted was already dismantling the form itself. With every frill removed, and with the very notion of what a joke was boiled down to the barest of bones, Ted was stand-up in its purest form, belonging neither to the politically charged world of the new stand-ups nor the reactionary hinterlands of working men’s clubs. I was utterly transfixed and my heart was racing as I realised that stand-up could be anything you wanted it to be. You didn’t even have to look as if you were enjoying it. And I thought, ‘That’s what I want to do.’*
         
 
         
            * ‘Eventually, Ted became a minor cult, though he never played any conventional comedy clubs, preferring to perform where he was not necessarily wanted. In 1986, a collaboration with Birmingham bands The Nightingales and We’ve Got A Fuzzbox And We’re Gonna Use It nudged Rocking With Rita to the bottom of the charts, and the DJ Steve Wright’s fascination with Ted’s oddly moving take on The Beatles’ She Loves You led to  brief major label interest and three TV  appearances. Years later Vic Reeves arrived by  another route at a similar, but more sophisticated, form of bent light entertainment. At the dawn of the nineties,  Ted’s audiences were in on the joke, so he  split to seek fame and fortune in Los Angeles,  eventually ending up driving trucks to Mexico and working as a cook. And then the trail went cold.
            
 
            ‘In the late 1980s, at university and the Edinburgh fringe, I met other teenage, would-be comics who knew Ted’s  lone album, Man In A Suitcase, off by heart.  Ted’s releases documented him struggling  with hostile crowds, though his indifference seems now almost sublime. Ted taught us that a bad audience  reaction didn’t necessarily mean that what  you were doing was worthless, and we  co-opted his low-energy insolence and fed off it. At the risk of seeming delusional, I now think you can hear  second and third hand echoes of Ted in the  routines of comics who probably never even  heard him. The relentlessness of Ricky Gervais’ Aesop’s Fables bit is Ted with a tailwind, and in 2005, when I  had the superbly baffling young Edinburgh  fringe award-winner Josie Long open for me  on tour, a disgruntled Leeds punter remarked, “This is the worst thing I’ve seen since Ted Chippington, twenty  years ago.” I couldn’t have been happier.
            
 
            ‘It’s difficult to say who the first alternative comedian was. Ben Elton? Alexei Sayle? Victoria Wood? John Dowie,  if you really know your stuff? But one thing  is for certain. Ted Chippington was the first post-alternative  comedian, and without him, everything would be different.  Not necessarily worse. But different.’ (From a piece written for the Guardian upon the release of the  Ted Chippington box set Walking Down the  Road (Big Print records), in February 2007.)
            

         
 
          
         Not long after seeing Ted, in the spring of 1985, I applied to St Edmund Hall at Oxford University to read English Literature. I did so for two reasons. Firstly, I loved English Literature, and the Anglo-Saxon  poetry course really appealed to me (although sadly I turned out to be particularly poor at this subject, lacking the requisite grammar-school Greek and Latin). And secondly, a doctor for whom I did a Saturday morning filing job had told me about going to the Edinburgh Fringe in the seventies with an Oxford University student comedy group that had included some of Not the Nine O’Clock News, and it sounded superb. I passed the exams and got a place. I still can’t believe I was really allowed to study there, with all those clever people, reading books all day in the midst of the Cotswold-stone cathedrals of culture. However, the wind of change was already blowing across the comedy continent.
         
 
         Everything I ever read, and every documentary I ever saw, about the fifties satire boom and its inheritors seemed to suggest that going to Oxbridge was a passport into a BBC Light Entertainment career, irrespective of your actual ability. But the Alternative Comedy scene that was swiftly becoming the dominant trope was expressly and understandably against this privileged old guard. In my early days on the circuit, I kept the exact location of my education a secret, as it would have been held against me; on the rare occasions it leaked out, I felt I had to be twice as good to prove myself.*
         
 
         
            * I remember the anarchist comedian and ‘godfather of Alternative Comedy’ Tony Allen being extremely keen to book me for a night he ran in a squat in Hackney after he found out I’d got a 2:1 in English from St Edmund Hall. I’d like to think that the days of fast-tracking are long gone, but a disproportionate amount of television comedians who rose to prominence in the last decade do seem, just like in the pre-Alternative days, to be from Oxbridge. Mitchell and Webb, Katy Brand, Lucy Montgomery, Simon Bird, John Oliver, Johnny Vegas and Frank Skinner, for example, all are former presidents of the Cambridge Footlights. What is undeniable is that going to Oxford gave me a degree of confidence, and some organisational skills when it came to writing. But then, I would deny any outright privilege, wouldn’t I? I’m a special case. My excuse is that I’m from a single-parent family, got a full grant, and  went to an independent boys’ school on a  part-scholarship and a charity bung, so I ain’t the  same as all them Oxford toffs. Nobody likes to think their own success is anything but hard won and deserved. I  expect even David Cameron and George Osborne  maintain, privately, that they’re ‘not like  those other Oxbridge-educated Eton fuckers’, and think they have somehow achieved their positions as  puce-faced masters of the known universe on  merit alone.
            

         
 
          
         I moved to London to be a comic in September 1989. There was a comedy micro-economy in the city where a few thirty-quid gigs a week, in the tiniest of pub back rooms, almost added up to a living wage. I got a flat in Acton with Richard Herring, with whom I had written some student comedy shows, and two other friends from university. From nine to five, I worked in temp jobs orange-juice packing, data inputting and finally the luxury of fact-checking for a horticultural encyclopedia. Every day I’d hassle the forty or so comedy clubs in Time Out for the live auditions they called Open Spots, laboriously dialling dozens of numbers on the revolving disc of the telephone, round and round, day after day. I don’t think the young people of the twenty-first century, with their mobile telephones, can possibly imagine what it was like actually having to dial phone numbers. Kids today! They don’t know they’re born.
         
 
         Maybe I’d be slotted into an unpaid five minutes, anywhere from the thirty-seater Guilty Pea above The Wheat-sheaf on Rathbone Place, where various thirties bohemians drank themselves to death, to the sprawling 180 seats of the old Comedy Store in Leicester Square. The stand-up guru John Gordillo, then in a double act called The Crisis Twins, saw my act and liked it, and gave me his private-promoter phone-number list, which seemed like an astonishing act of trust and kindness. Click, whirr; click, whirr. After a few weeks of pestering, most places called back.* Every evening, I travelled home across London on night buses, back when you could smoke and drink on the top deck – epicurean allowances which made the most inconvenient journey a hedonistic pleasure – and I’d feel like I was living the mythical life of some fin de siècle artist, despite the looming threat of another early start at the data-input desk.
         
 
         
            * It took nine months of two calls a day for Jongleurs to give me an open spot at their Battersea club, the only one  they had in those days. The gig that night  was compèred by Jack Dee, who was about to  become famous off the back of some beer adverts. I died and was never allowed back. 
            

         
 
         In February 1990, after six months in London, I got through the heats of the Hackney Empire and City Limits magazine New Act of the Year competition, and won the final, beating Simon Munnery’s Security Guard character, which was much funnier than my act. (‘I went to work today. Nothing happened. That’s what I get paid for.’)*
         
 
         
            * I had seen Simon in a remarkable double act in Edinburgh the previous summer, the iconoclastically named God  and Jesus, and first spoke to the skinny  genius (and that’s a noun I use sparingly) that  same week. I found myself trying to shield his tiny body from an attack by Jeremy Hardy’s wife, the comedienne  Kit Hollerbach, who had flown at Simon like a  harpy from the darkness of the Pleasance  Cabaret bar to accuse him of being a neo-Nazi, as one did in those days, and seemed to be saying that I  must be a neo-Nazi too if I was speaking to  him. But I wasn’t and nor was he. Not then,  anyway, but we all get more right-wing as we get older. 
            

         
 
         Even the host of the event, the hypnotically lugubrious Jewish veteran Ivor Dembina, knew I’d been lucky. ‘You were the best on the night, fair play,’ he said, in a tone typically laden with world-weary wisdom and an indefinable regret. ‘Well done,’ said John Connor, the head judge, who was also the comedy critic of City Limits and the producer of The Comedy Store’s Cutting Edge night, ‘we’ll show these Oxbridge wankers like Rob Newman and David Baddiel what real comedy is.’ ‘Oh,’ I answered, not thinking, as we walked into the backstage darkness, ‘I went to Oxford.’ ‘Did you?’ said Connor. ‘But you’re not like those wankers, are you?’ he added with all the desperation of a disappointed sex tourist who has just discovered his beautiful Thai prostitute has a penis, and is wondering whether just to try and make the best of it. ‘I like David Baddiel. I think he’s good,’ I said. I’d seen Baddiel in Edinburgh the previous summer. He was the first stand-up who seemed to speak in an idiom that was recognisably aimed at our generation. His distinctive tone of voice was soon to be imitated across all media for the next decade.
         
 
         My prize for winning the Hackney Empire and City Limits magazine’s New Act of the Year competition was £500, a booking at the Hackney Empire, a booking at The Comedy Store and a slot on a TV show I can’t remember the name of. I received the money on the night, but the Hackney Empire slot took a decade to materialise, The Comedy Store hasn’t booked me to this day, and the TV show never called. And the winner’s certificate was made out to ‘Steward’ Lee.
         
 
         Ivor Dembina told me that because of the sort of act I was, stiff and still, I should always have the microphone-stand boom set in a vertical position. ‘Who is this guy?’ I thought. Well, he was Ivor Dembina, the Obi-Wan Kenobi of comedy, and he was right. Learning that I needed a vertical boom stand, which I now call Dembina’s Upright Position, was the best thing I got out of being The Hackney Empire New Act of the Year. That, and an upsurge in circuit bookings, which meant I soon gave up my temping jobs. Since November 1990, I can honestly say, with some degree of pride, I have never done a decent day’s work in my life.
         
 
         In 1990, I was taken on by a newly moulded stand-up comedy management agency for Alternative Comedians, run by a failed impresario, the thwarting of whose theatrical ambitions had forced him to apply his enormous brain and Cheshire Cat charm to the blossoming stand- up scene. There were only two other similar outfits: Off the Kerb, which specialised in the sort of gay, transsexual, animal-based, drag and novelty acts beloved by its flamboyant founder Addison Cresswell; and Stage Left, which managed and booked more overtly hard-line performers such as Jeremy Hardy and a young Mark Thomas. My new agency’s roster made them seem like the future and they did the deal on a handshake, in the days before binding contracts, promising that they were about to set up a national network of money-spinning student gigs. ‘I’ll just pass you to our live department,’ the big manager would say, cupping his hand over the phone and passing it along the sofa he shared with the little manager, then the company’s only other employee and a vocal fan of the hardcore anarcho-punk band Conflict. ‘You cannot win a nuclear war!’ ran the spoken-word sample at the beginning of The Ungovernable Force, played full blast as he drove me to my undeserved Jerry Sadowitz support slots in a Ford Fiesta.
         
 
         The new agency’s client list was already impressive: the aforementioned Sadowitz, a comic I remain quietly in awe of, who was then involved in a complex, controversial and hilarious reaction against the politically correct orthodoxies of the day; Simon Munnery, who was now pushing his Alan Parker Urban Warrior character, a satirical love-letter to the punk revolutionaries he’d worshipped as a teenager; and David Baddiel and Rob Newman, whose sassy pop-literate acts and shoe-gazers’ haircuts were about to create a whole new audience for Alternative Comedy – girls. Today, I and all those other acts are long gone from the agency. Only David Baddiel remains, a once proud raven, his head now bowed, pecking the dry earth and tethered to the ground by the heavy chains of history, for fear that he too should fly away.
         
 
         When I went back to the Edinburgh Fringe for my fourth visit in 1990, no longer a student comedian, my management company introduced bold new ideas to the stand-up comedy scene, such as advertising and two-colour posters. (The innovative idea of insurmountable performers’ debts, paid off piecemeal by working for the management company’s other departments, was yet to come.) The photo copied bits of paper everyone else pinned up in Edinburgh newsagents’ windows suddenly seemed so drab. The eighties were over. The bright new dawn of nineties comedy was rising, and we drove around Edinburgh under cover of darkness in a panel van, flyposting illegally with pots of paste and brushes, like the A-Team with jokes. The romance of it! Me, Simon Munnery, the comedy musician Jim Tavare, our brave two-man management team and a German crusty they had press-ganged into joining them, all of us pasting over Jeremy Hardy’s face again and again and again and again, like pathetic and ungrateful schoolboys vandalising a photo of the headmaster. Nobody on the Fringe had ever seen anything like it. Advertising! It was outrageous, and flew in the face of all eighties ideals. But in retrospect, the Stage Left acts, smoking rollies in their Red Wedge T-shirts and supping pints of Special Brew in the Pleasance courtyard, were right to be annoyed. It was the beginning of the end, and I was an accessory.
         
 
         With regard to earning a living week to week, there weren’t the nationwide opportunities for comics to play all over the country at arts centres and provincial theatres and local comedy clubs that there are today. But my new management were as good as their word and established an almost viable network of student comedy gigs at polytechnics and universities nationwide. No one had really thought to do this before. It seemed like Simon Munnery and I were always the advance party, sent out to colonise uncharted educational territories. We would find ourselves required to perform in the corner of a bar, with no stage, no lighting, no microphone, no seating and no posters advertising the show or its start time, booked by a forgetful Entertainments Officer who seemed disgruntled that our presence might mean he would have to turn off MTV, the jukebox, the fruit machines and the Space Invaders. In the end, to try and explain to the students how to set up a comedy gig, we sent out a drawing of a stick man holding a microphone with lights pointed at him.
         
 
         Comics would head off in twos and threes and split £300 or so a show, after commission and before tax. We slept in dodgy DSS bed and breakfasts for as little as six pounds a night, or else saved the money and crashed on strangers’ sofas. Although I did tours of these universities and polytechnics, in various combinations of different acts, on and off for the next decade, they were often a struggle.*
         
 
         
            * At Bangor student union, forcing the comedians to leave the stage by whatever means necessary had become a point of pride for both the audience and the Entertainments Officer, who would then dock your money in proportion to your shortfall in stage time, despite essentially orchestrating your early exit. Playing this venue in 1994 with Richard Herring, and already wise to the trick, I told Rich that we had to stay on for our full  time come what may. When the Ents Officer  invited the rugby team in to heckle us off, I copped  an old line of Simon’s and said we’d only leave the stage if they threw glass. Bottles duly flew. The security  staff tried to get us offstage but, as glass  smashed around us, I forced them to establish that  our removal was their decision, not ours, thus ensuring receipt of our full fee of £140 each.
            

         
 
          
         But these shows paid the bills. And we were young, and I loved riding the motorway network in second-hand cars, especially with Simon, hopped up on fags and lager, listening to tapes of The Fall and pissing in hedges, all the way from Peckham Rye to Jerusalem.
         
 
         During the same period, 1990 to 1995, I’d been chipping away at writing for radio with Richard Herring, who had gone as far as buying an Amstrad word processor the size of a Mini Clubman, while I still clung to my electric typewriter, with its futuristic correction-ribbon facility. Richard had given up on stand-up after a string of frustrating try-out spots, though lots of the material people baulked at in 1990 has proved a perfect fit for twenty-first-century audiences who love the fine line he now walks between hilarious obscenity and criminally prosecutable obscenity. Instead, Rich approached the puzzle of trying to write for radio with a tenacity, enthusiasm and originality that dragged me along in its wake.
         
 
         In those days, BBC Radio discovered new comedy writers by simply inviting anyone who wanted to write for Radio 4’s long-running weekly shit satire show, Weekending, to just come into the building, without even the most basic identity check, and meet with the producer of that week’s show. He or she would tell the assembled mass of stinking eccentrics what sort of sketches the show was still short of. These wannabe writers, smelly and covered in food, shaggy of beard and baggy of trouser, sockless often, sometimes howling drunk and without a clean shirt between them, then sat in an airless room for the next twenty-four hours, tapping away at typewriters, as no one had laptops back then, before finally submitting some formulaic sketch in which John Major was Robin Hood or Darth Vader or a cat or something.
         
 
         Some of the non-coms, as ‘non-commissioned’ writers were known, would sleep under desks overnight, curled up in their beards. The nightwatchman would always turn a blind eye when his torch flickered across their dreaming faces, for he could see the non-coms for what they were: spirits come to earth, voodoo children, faerie folk adrift in the world, gnomes and leprechauns in human form, harmless as flies, but with less hope of careers in radio. But if you could get stuff used regularly by Weekending, you might get a contracted commission for a minute of material every week worth £25.*
         
 
         
            * Non-commissioned writers who finally found fame include Al Murray, Harry Hill, the screenwriter Georgia  Pritchett and the merchant seaman and Pot  Noodle Goth Peter Baynham, who eventually  wrote the Borat movie and then moved to Hollywood to grow his hair. Most of the regular non-commissioned  writers faded from view, but what a superb  system. ‘How do we discover new writers?’ ask  the BBC think tanks. Just invite them in, whoever they are, irrespective of the security risk they might pose,  like Weekending used to before you  cancelled it. Then you will find them. 
            

         
 
         Even though I was often away doing gigs, and my main interest remained stand-up, Richard’s enthusiasm for writing for radio pushed us through the process fairly quickly, and after getting a commission to write for Weekending we then wrote for On the Hour, the Steve Coogan and Chris Morris vehicle that became TV’s The Day Today, though it transferred without us due to a petty argument and our delusional and insolent sense of entitlement. Throughout the mid-nineties we did various shows as Lee and Herring for Radio 4 and even Radio 1, which back then had many spoken-word and specialist shows, and developed the rudimentary chemistry of a viable double act. I was thinner than Richard at the time, and as some kind of contrast between the two players is all that is required in a double act really, we were soon able to elaborate our minimal weight differential into a fully formed comic relationship and take the act to BBC2 with the series of Fist of Fun.
         
 
         In 1993, Newman and Baddiel played Wembley Arena, where Rob Newman flew high up into the air on a wire whilst talking about how he liked Crass as a child. Janet Street-Porter saw a picture of this in The Face and declared ‘comedy is the new rock and roll’. But when Rob Newman flew up in the air at Wembley it changed comedy in Britain for ever, probably for the worse. Suddenly stand-up looked like a career option for ambitious young people, and a cash cow for unscrupulous promoters. Could ye olde eighties Alternative Comedy still be ‘alternative’ when there were T-shirts of its latest stars on sale in skinny-fit sizes at stadiums? Rich and I had the same management as Newman and Baddiel, and perhaps they had hoped for the same stadium-filling results when we did TV, but we just didn’t have that kind of fan base. Knickers were rarely thrown at us, and if they had been, we would have worn them as hats, or just as knickers, our own having been cast away, filthy, in the lane.
         
 
         Despite this obvious lack of exploitable teen fans, throughout the second part of the decade Richard and I were put on the road, rock-and-roll style, in a tour van, for heavily and expensively advertised tours. We usually played to largely empty rooms in unloved council-run theatres, where disillusioned programmers booked whatever was pushed at them, regardless. The overheads prevented us from seeing a significant share of any profits. Comedy was the new rock and roll, perhaps, and as in the early days of rock and roll the cash rarely trickled down to the acts. Our second series, This Morning with Richard not Judy, was ignominiously cancelled by the then BBC2 controller Jane Root in 1999; our final tour as Lee and Herring, in 1998, actually appeared to have lost money. Most of what we’d earned from the first television series was eaten up by debts from Edinburgh, as we insisted on going back every year with more and more new shows, sometimes doing three or four performances of different things every day, trying to remain loyal to the egalitarian ethics of the Fringe that had formed us as teenagers, and thus losing more money and sinking deeper into debt.
         
 
         We ceased trading as Lee and Herring in 1999. People still ask me why we split up the double act, but we never really did. I remember when I was a teenager I loved The Moodists, a gang of beatnik Australian blues punks based in London which dissolved in 1987. The following year, I saw their guitarist, Steve Miller, loading gear into a venue for The Triffids, another expat Australian band. ‘Why did you split up The Moodists?’ I asked. ‘We didn’t split up,’ he said, wearily, presumably remembering a decade of struggling to make ends meet in the face of indifference and mismanagement. ‘We just stopped.’ At the time I was confused. The Moodists were brilliant. Literally dozens of people loved them. How could they just stop? But Lee and Herring didn’t split up either. We just stopped.
         
 
         Even while we were touring the double act and writing television, I’d always had other projects on the go. Regrettably, Cluub Zarathustra, a Dadaist live show initiated by Simon Munnery and featuring a brilliant revolving-door cast including the likes of Kevin Eldon, Sally Phillips, Richard Thomas, the future Mighty Boosh mover Julian Barratt and Roger Mann,* came to nothing. Perhaps ending the rather short pilot we submitted to Channel 4 in 1997 with the words ‘Insert More Money’ flashing across the screen didn’t help.
         
 
         
            * Roger Mann was a superbly strange comic whom I first saw at Marco’s Leisure Centre in Edinburgh in 1989, when  he was known as Paul Ramone. His ability to  make a sudden mid-stream switch from genial  rambling into a kind of highfalutin Regency fop register,  complete with the appropriately constipated face and pursed lips, was certainly an influence on his friend  Frank Skinner’s subsequent use of the same  tic. Roger, who resembled Herman Munster’s  rakish younger brother, combined off-the-wall surrealism and coquettish whimsy with a kind of threatening  suppressed rage, and we all loved him. His  timeless party piece, the role of the decadent  storyteller Edgar Allan Poo, began with the superbly portentous sentence, ‘I had been called upon to invent a  new kind of pig.’ Roger and Kevin Eldon’s  1992 Channel 4 sitcom Packing Them In, while  roundly panned at the time, would probably stand up rather better than most recent offerings, and included  the line, ‘Look. It appears that, all along,  Alan was a mechanical eagle.’ Roger retired early,  destitute and disillusioned, to veg out somewhere in the Pyrenees foothills on a bottle of red a day and a  baguette a week. Nevertheless, the Swindon  Advertiser recently voted him Swindon’s twenty-ninth  most famous person, beating XTC’s Dave Gregory at number  34. Roger gave me loads of gigs early on in tiny clubs he ran in south London, and I am eternally in his  debt. Not financially though, if I could  just make that clear, as I understand his paltry savings  largely disappeared in the 2009 crash. 
            

         
 
         In between commitments to the double act I did hundreds of stand-up gigs a year on the circuit, which was always my principal creative outlet, and usually knocked out a new solo show for Edinburgh and in theory beyond, although the low-level, solo comedy show touring network of today didn’t exist. But there were other problems too. By the late nineties, my management company had grown from a two-man operation into a massive conglomerate, with dozens of subdivisions staffed by hopeful serfs. It was hard to feel the same sense of all being in it together. The days of acts and management out in the van behind enemy lines on flyposting missions were long gone. And now, the live department was run like a telesales desk, with hungry young operatives trying to place acts around the country for maximum fees, to ensure a healthy turnover, often irrespective of the suitability of the venue. This meant we tended to be sent to council- funded places anxious to tick boxes by showing they’d had some comedy, unaware that the event wasn’t going to fly. And because I gave each subsequent solo show a new title, rather than just being billed as ‘Stewart Lee’, and a theme, and a poster that tried to reflect that, all the information would get jumbled up by my bookers and I’d arrive at some regional arts centre somewhere with a show totally different to the one advertised, a two-year-old poster and press pack having been sent out. And all the while, audiences dwindled away.
         
 
         In the early part of 2000, the big manager booked me a one-off gig at Dundee Rep. I paid the 15 per cent commission. I paid the support act. I paid for travel. I paid for accommodation. And then there was almost nothing left of the fee. The audience barely reached double figures. I arrived and left in darkness, with little to show for my trouble either financially or creatively. It seemed like a metaphor for my career. Creatively, I was in Dundee. By now, I’d hoped at least to be in St Andrews. I’d been on television to two million viewers less than a year ago, but now it seemed there was no one out there interested in what I did. I sold out a new stand-up show called Stewart Lee’s Badly Mapped World for a month in a 150-seater in Edinburgh in August 2000, but lost money as usual. The show received dreary middling reviews, saying I was boring or monotonous or drunk. I performed it a few times subsequently, but the momentum soon petered out.
         
 
         In the spring of 2001, I was supposed to be doing a mini- tour of Scotland and the friendlier parts of the North, supported by the clown-haired satirist Andy Zaltzman, but the venues showed me contracts that proved his presence on the bill had never been confirmed, and because they’d already booked their own opening acts, they refused to pay him or allow him to go on. Thus, Andy accompanied me on a strange holiday, a bizarre and unwanted chaperone figure visiting random and largely empty rooms in faraway towns where his contribution was not required, watching me lose my way emotionally, creatively, geographically, while I paid all his hotel bills and made him tramp across Scottish moors in search of uncharted stone circles during the long dead days off.
         
 
         At some stage during this downward spiral of a tour, I found myself onstage at the Rawhide club in Liverpool, going mechanically through the motions of material I knew inside out, hoping that something would happen to wake me from my torpor and invest these stale riffs with some spontaneity. And it did. A drunken young man in a suit in the front row kept shouting that he didn’t want to hear about anything I had to say – admittedly voicing the feelings of most of the room – and that I should talk about illegal immigrants. ‘Talk about illegal immigrants,’ he grunted, ‘talk about fucking illegal immigrants.’ I decided to take a bold course of action and get him onstage and hand him the mic, probably having just read a biography of the erratically inspired American comic Andy Kaufman or some other dangerous piece of literature, to see what he came up with on the subject of illegal immigrants, while I watched from his now vacant seat. I knew it would be incoherent and awful, which it was, as he slurred and stammered about asylum-seekers and how they should be sent back, but my plan was to let the room boil in irritation and fade away, before flipping the mood with a perfectly chosen bon mot. But as the crowd turned, security came and got the man offstage and told me, in no uncertain terms, that I had to go back on, utterly undermining any status I had left. There I was in a cellar in Liverpool, standing in front of a drunk racist, but somehow in the wrong. And what was a man like that even doing in one of our comedy clubs, being all racist, in his suit and tie? Did Tony Allen, the Godfather of Alternative Comedy, die onstage, repeatedly, night after night, for this?
         
 
         Suddenly everything was clear. It was the twenty-first century and I was a mumbling relic from an earlier age. The crowds had changed. The rules were different. The management weren’t out flyposting with the acts, and Alternative Comedy was dead. I was spent. I was trapped. I listened to the material as I was saying it. I watched it float out of my mouth over the bored faces of the Rawhide regulars like a brown tongue of acrid smoke, stinking the place out. Arch, cynical, tired, fake, conceited, formulaic and flat. I was no longer the person that wrote it, and the audience that it was written for weren’t to be found at any of the places I was playing. I didn’t believe in it any more; even people that liked me had seen through it. And for the racists at the Rawhide, everything I was saying was irrelevant anyway. So, quietly and without any fuss, I decided, then and there, to stop. Not that anyone noticed.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I spent a long time wondering how best to explain to you, dear readers, what I was doing in the period I disappeared from view. Then I was sent the text of a blog by The Spirit, the silver-haired member of the multi-billionaire Brixton country hip-hop group Alabama Three, who had spoken to me when I was signing DVDs after a recent live show. The Spirit, who is in fact a fully corporeal human, summed up my career post-Lee and Herring at the beginning of a piece called, unpleasantly, ‘I Bum Stewart Lee’.
         
 
         
            Stewart Lee. He was the edgy, handsome half of the duo that did ‘Fist of Fun’ in the nineties. For four years he was very hot. Then he wasn’t. He spent a decade getting fat and doing increasingly bitter and surreal sets to uncomfortable social workers in provincial arts centres, before suddenly bouncing back into the public eye by accidentally co-writing ‘Jerry Springer – The Opera’.
            

         
 
         The timescale is a little out of whack, but I don’t feel I can really better The Spirit’s brutal and unsentimental assessment of my career from 2000 to 2004. Nonetheless, here goes.
         
 
         In the spring of 2001, Richard Thomas, a composer and former member of the musical comedy double act Miles and Millner, asked me to contribute some storylines to, and effectively direct, a new idea he was working on. I had directed Richard’s opera shorts for Simon Munnery’s BBC2 series Attention Scum, and he’d been happy with them. Now Richard had begun a project called How to Write an Opera about Jerry Springer, which featured him alone at a piano, playing snatches of tunes and talking about how you could write an opera about the American talk-show host Jerry Springer. His initial explanation of the genesis of the idea remains perfect: ‘One night I was watching The Jerry Springer Show, drunk, and there were all these fat people shouting at one another and you couldn’t understand what they were saying, and I thought, “That’s an opera.”’
         
 
         But Richard’s keen ear for a musical motif, and his keen eye for human suffering, found tragedy and comedy in Springer Show dialogue, which had previously just sounded profane, and his experiment played to a packed forty-seater room at Battersea Arts Centre. BAC’s genius move of the noughties was the introduction of Scratch Nights. You could use their facilities for free to develop new pieces, as long as you showed the work in progress to the public and appeared to entertain their inane suggestions in the bar afterwards. In the light of the now punitive costs of road-testing new ideas at the Edinburgh Fringe through my management, it was a real lifeline, and I doubt I would ever have written or performed anything new ever again without BAC’s encouragement.
         
 
         There was no money in the opera at this stage, and no obvious future. I didn’t give up stand-up to work on Richard’s opera, which I wasn’t being paid anything for in any case. I just gave up stand-up anyway, because I was sick of it and no one came to see me outside London and the Fringe. Instead, I was scraping by through writing weekly record reviews for my default arts patron at the Sunday Times Culture section, Rupert Murdoch. The mortgage on my flat was £500 a month, I wasn’t on drugs and got lots of free records. I managed on very little.
         
 
         On paper, the story of the opera’s success looks like a showbiz dream. Every few months we’d add another scene to the piece, expand the cast of enthusiastic operatic volunteers, and restage it during another little run of Battersea Scratch Nights, under the auspices of their dramaturge Tom Morris, who quietly changed our lives, and will doubtless do so again. And the audience, and the buzz, would grow.
         
 
         In August 2001, I declined to go to the Edinburgh Fringe for the first time since 1987. Instead, we staged a lengthy run of all the Jerry Springer material we had in the big, 200-seater room at Battersea. The great and the good all pitched up. Nick Hytner, the future director of the National Theatre, sniffed around like a funny little cat. We were written about in American newspapers by critics whose names excited people. We headed off a writ from the Springer Show’s production company. And our manager, now the producer of Richard’s opera as well, began to try and find investors who would take the show forward commercially.
         
 
         By the following summer, we’d sold out the 600-seater room at the Assembly Rooms for the month of the Edinburgh Fringe, and Nick Hytner wanted to open his tenure at the National Theatre with Jerry Springer: The Opera the next year. Amazing. Our manager’s hustling had worked. Maybe we’d even get paid. That same summer, I wrote and performed a little theatre piece I’d also ‘scratched’ at BAC, Pea Green Boat, at the Traverse in Edinburgh, dealing directly with the theatre via the promoter Hils Jago. I made £600. It was the first money I’d earned in Edinburgh in twelve years, since the £450 I got as one of the four acts in Comedy Zone in 1991. Things were looking up.
         
 
         But three years later, after all the awards, and after steering a cast of now nearly fifty through the ever-expanding show and moving it from the cocoon of the National Theatre to the bloody commercial reality of its West End run, there were things I realised about the production, and by implication the wider world, that thrust me back towards stand-up.
         
 
         First of all, it was clear to me, even with the costly firepower of our management’s marketing department and all the goodwill of the critics behind it, that Jerry Springer: The Opera was a piece of art. It was essentially confusing and opaque, whereas commercial musical theatre hits, and commercial hits generally, tend to be about comforting certainties (see Appendix I). No matter what production values and lush orchestration and full-colour posters you threw at it, it was at base a genuine piece of work, created by artists, initially without a commercial end product in sight. Once you stuck it in the West End at £50 a ticket, you’d already priced a significant proportion of discerning arts consumers out of the market, and located it somewhere they didn’t particularly want to go.
         
 
         Secondly, having spent my twilight years as a stand-up complaining about the limitations of the art form and the low expectations of its audiences, it now seemed wonderfully adaptable. Richard Thomas hadn’t let the fact that all people who like musical theatre are divs frighten him away from trying to expand the limits of the genre. And the simplicity of stand-up, the fact that you can think of an idea in the afternoon, after a long lie in, and implement it in the evening, suddenly seemed very attractive to me, now that I was a commercial theatre director whose attempts to make even the slightest change to the work required separate sets of instructions to literally dozens of people. Nor did you need an elaborate and literal stage set, though Julian Crouch’s tasteful and minimal design for Jerry had grappled subversively with commercial theatre’s institutionalised insistence on extravagance. But onstage, alone, as a stand-up, you could suggest anything with a few well-chosen words.
         
 
         And thirdly, from an economic perspective, stand-up suddenly didn’t seem such a bad bet. With Jerry, I was in the midst of a palpable hit, but I still didn’t have anything much to show for it. Our manager, who was also the producer of the show, had narrowly missed out on a lucrative deal for the publishing rights to the opera’s critically acclaimed songs, but as he explained to his loyal client Frank Skinner, who recalled a conversation with him in a Guardian interview, ‘When you give someone the job of manager, you are basically giving them the right to play poker on your behalf.’*
         
 
         
            * Discussions with Sony about an album of songs from the show initially approved Lee Perry, Scott Walker and  John Zorn as contributors, but eventually  the head of Sony, Rob Stringer, started floating  Ronan Keating from Boyzone, so I stopped attending the meetings or going to the studio. An awful house  mix of one of the songs slunk unnoticed into  the gay clubs as a white label, with the classical  section in the middle that redeemed it snipped out. I was hugely relieved when the whole deal finally died. 
            

         
 
         We worked on the show from spring 2000 to the autumn of 2001 for nothing, before getting a salary at the National, but we ended up waiving our royalties towards the end of the West End run to cover a legal battle with the Daily Mail. I used up all my savings to work on the show. From an economic perspective, I’d have been better spending the Opera years doing stand-up in rooms above pubs every night than swanning around the West End, drunk, brandishing a financially worthless Olivier award.*
         
 
         
            * But I wouldn’t have traded the experience of collaborating with Richard, Rob Thirtle and Julian Crouch from Improbable Theatre, David Soul, who played our final London Jerry, and the rest of the cast and creative team for a lifetime’s worth of tickets to We Will Rock You.
            
 
            In early 2010, I arranged to meet one of the stars of Jerry Springer:  The Opera, Wills Morgan, in a  West End pub. Wills had made the role of  Jesus his own, and Richard essentially wrote it for him, but he had been through a rough patch and had recently  become a minor human-interest news story.  The idea of a homeless opera singer was too  good for journalists to resist. Wills was back on his feet again, and housed, and had enough of a sense  of perspective to find the humour in his  recent woes. He also had a headless Olivier award  in his rucksack, Sir Larry cleanly decapitated at his replica bronze neck. I declined to ask Wills how this  accident had befallen the great knight of  the theatre, but thought the image the final coda to  my relationship with Jerry Springer: The Opera.
            

         
 
          
         But in a sense Jerry Springer: The Opera made me. Looking at what I’d observed of the strengths and weaknesses of the show as a business proposition, I realised that if I could aim my stand-up act at a small but loyal audience that would get it, in small and tasteful venues where it would work, raise my game with the raw material and the form of stand-up in the same way as Richard Thomas had done with musical theatre’s, and somehow find a way of not spending more on promoting shows than I could possibly earn, it ought to be possible to be a commercially and creatively viable – and maybe alternative – stand-up comedian once again.
         
 
         Around that time, my teenage comedy hero John Hegley told me you only need a few thousand fans. And if they all give you ten pounds a year, you’re away. And I thought about all the musicians I like – the folk singers and free jazzers and alternative country cowpokes and persistent punk veterans who all hang in there, on small labels, selling self-released CDs for cash out of suitcases after gigs and operating within viable margins, tour, rest, tour, rest and sell some CDs. They survive.*
         
 
         
            * As an F-list celebrity and amateur arts journalist I have been able to meet many of my favourite musicians, and the way Howe Gelb of Giant Sand, Dave Graney, the former frontman of  The Moodists, and the free improviser Derek  Bailey all ran their affairs, directmarketing  their work to sustainably farmed fan bases, was something of an inspiration, economically as well as  artistically. And the comic-book writer Alan  Moore’s refusal to engage with big money’s misappropriation  of his work clearly left him free to concentrate on the  job in hand.
            

         
 
          
         However, as well as these three reasonably rational reasons why I wanted to start stand-up again, I had another, less rational, more disconcerting motive. I had been on nodding terms with Ricky Gervais since he was the Entertainments Officer at the University of London student union in the early nineties, where he was an enthusiastic promoter of stand-up nights and smitten fan of comedy. The compliments he would pay us were so extravagant that it often made interaction with him awkward and embarrassing, a natural characteristic he was subsequently able to siphon, to great effect, into the brilliantly realised role of David Brent.
         
 
         At first I hadn’t made the connection between the former comedy promoter and the man who, in 1999, took on the persona of an ignorant right-wing irritant on Channel 4’s The 11 O’Clock Show. At the time, Ricky was around the circuit occasionally, doing the character of a man with learning difficulties. However, nothing in Ricky’s work to date suggested the consummate and genre-redefining bombshell he was soon to drop, alongside Stephen Merchant, in the form of The Office, one of the all-time great television shows.
         
 
         On the back of the success of The Office, Ricky was suddenly able to do his first full-length solo stand-up shows, to large and enthusiastic audiences. It was drawn to my attention that he always praised me and Sean Lock in interviews, and cited us as his main inspirations. Ricky was preparing his second live tour, 2004’s Politics, when I drifted back onto the circuit. I hadn’t seen any of his stand-up.
         
 
         The first time I was informed that I had copied Ricky Gervais was at The Amused Moose in Soho, sometime in late 2003 or early 2004. A mother and her daughter, who had enjoyed my set but never seen me before, said that I was ‘clearly very influenced by Ricky Gervais’, with the implication that they had rumbled me and I really ought to find my own shtick. Then it happened again two or three times. And then I started to wonder why Ricky was always praising me to the skies in interviews, and so I took up an offer of tickets to his new show at the Bloomsbury Theatre.
         
 
         I sat there, dumbfounded. It wasn’t that Ricky was the same as me. He wasn’t. And I’m not saying he had copied me. There wasn’t a single line that exactly duplicated anything I’d ever done. But Ricky had the calmness, and the way of offering up contentious ideas as if they meant nothing and were merely idle thoughts, that I felt was a hallmark of my work, and which had always made it such a difficult fit for mainstream audiences at populist clubs. And there was enough coincidental overlap, in terms of tone and subjects I might cover – Aesop’s fables, a long routine on ‘The Boy Who Cried Wolf’ – to mean that now Ricky was a big name, I could understand why the casual viewer would mistake me for an imitator of his approach. I hadn’t realised how much my stand-up mattered to me until I considered the possibility of never being able to do it again. I became aware that the two people I had come with, sitting either side of me, were looking at me, concerned, and one of them took my hand in a supportive gesture. My face was frozen in numb shock. All around us people were laughing and clapping. I felt like I had died, or had never been born. Had my friends guessed what I was going through?
         
 
         At some point during the show I experienced an emotion I rarely feel. It was jealousy. I had honestly never been jealous of another comedian, and after working with musical theatre performers my admiration for stand-ups had reached a point where I loved them all indiscriminately. And there were lots of friends and acquaintances of mine I’d started out with who had been much more successful than me – Al Murray, Steve Coogan, Harry Hill – but I didn’t ever feel like I was in competition with them because they are so different to me, and the choices they have made are theirs and not mine. And there were also people whose talents far outstripped mine, who produced work I thought I’d never be capable of in my life – Daniel Kitson, Simon Munnery, Jerry Sadowitz, Richard Thomas, Johnny Vegas, Kevin McAleer – but I didn’t want to be them, because I could never be them. But watching Ricky I felt myself thinking, ‘This is the kind of thing I used to do. And all these people in this massive room are loving it. Whereas in the dying days of my stand-up career, I was reviewed as if I didn’t know what I was doing, and found myself playing to fifteen people in Dundee.’ I hadn’t minded not being popular when I’d thought that what I did could never be popular, but seeing something not dissimilar to what I might do being enjoyed by 500 people, already sold on the strangest bits by virtue of Ricky’s celebrity, was bewildering.
         
 
         Ricky had invited us backstage, but I felt too shaken up to go. The upshot of that evening at the Bloomsbury was that I realised, somewhere within my dead and defeated hulk, I had an ego. For better or worse, I did not want to be Ted Chippington, a fondly remembered and influential cult back to doing a day job. And I did not want to be a footnote in stand-up either, cited as the comedian that the famous Ricky Gervais always said he liked. I wanted to get what I did as a stand-up back in the public eye, even if only on a low level, before whatever had been unique about me became subsumed into the general mass of comedy.
         
 
         I also knew that if I did start again and took it seriously, I would have to move what I had done onwards a stage or two, in case the mother and daughter from The Amused Moose were in the room. A few months later, I rang Ricky up and asked him if I could use one of his flattering interview quotes about me – ‘the funniest, most cliché-free comedian on the circuit’ – on a poster. He agreed, glad to help, and I think this single-handedly sold out the show Stand-Up Comedian on tour and in London and Edinburgh. But I often wonder what happened to Ricky Gervais. He never crops up on London circuit gigs now. I assume that, like all those long-forgotten names of my open-spot days – Two Gorgeous Hunks or The Singing Fireman or The Amazing Mr Smith – Ricky must have just given up.
         
 
         As I tentatively crept back into the clubs to assemble my new hour, now brazenly endorsed by Ricky Gervais, in short spots on regular comedy nights, I found the flavour of the London circuit had changed subtly. Sure, there were still lots of packed rooms of lads laughing at jokes about football, and I went to silence before some City types somewhere out east, and died so badly in a room in Hammer smith that a member of the audience took me to task afterwards, refusing to believe that I had ever made a living out of comedy. But the appliquéd surrealist Josie Long was running evenings with an almost arts-and-crafts flavour during which young weirdos read half-formed ideas off crumpled bits of paper, Robin Ince had started his unashamedly pretentious Book Club nights, and pre-TV Miranda Hart was fronting a vibrant women’s comedy night downstairs at The Albany Arms, where I was allowed to be the monthly guest man.
         
 
         There was now an obvious split in the circuit. You could make a living doing your regular twenty minutes at Jongleurs and The Store, with some lucrative Christmas corporate gigs thrown in during the festive season, and never bother to go north to the Fringe. Or you could shuffle about in what seemed to be this new underground scene, and take your show to Edinburgh at a massive loss, and get written about in a broadsheet, and try and get some arts centre gigs, and let nerds all over the land know about your work via these newfangled social networking sites that I, like a nut-hungry ape staring at a nutcracker, was just beginning to see the possibilities of. If the phrase hadn’t lost its meaning once already, you could almost say we were witnessing the birth of a new Alternative Comedy, in opposition to the crowd-pleasing composite that the Alternative Comedy of old had become.
         
 
         The same trend was evident beyond the M25. Most major cities now had a branch of one of the big chains of comedy clubs, a Comedy Store or a Jongleurs, showcasing simple man-and-a-mic stand-up to audiences of stag and hen nights. But the ubiquity of these big chains meant that in every city that had a Franchised Laff Retail Outlet™, at least one alternative venue seemed to be thriving in opposition to it, such as XS Mallarkey in Manchester, or The Glee Club in Birmingham, or The Comedy Box in Bristol, none of which had much crossover with the franchises in terms of acts or audiences. It was the same sort of schism that, thirty years ago, pitched the non-sexist and nonracist Comic Strip against Bernard Manning’s old-school Embassy Club.
         
 
          
         These counter-Jongleurs were the places where I needed to be playing. Instead of going on for guaranteed fees in empty council venues and failing to build an audience, or boring the shit out of Friday night punters who just wanted to have some fun between work and the disco, I needed to be in the dedicated comedy clubs that had flourished in my absence from the circuit, playing for smaller fees to smaller crowds composed of people that would get it and would come back next time with a friend. Could I have a second chance at building the following I had failed to find in the previous decade?
         
 
         My management had a new live booker, Charlie Briggs, a young woman whose favourite act was the sentimental misanthropist Daniel Kitson, as everyone’s should be, and who had thought, in the light of watching how this fiercely independent comic conducts his business affairs, that there may be a live model that suited me better than my management’s usual telesales approach to booking dates. Charlie knew all these small and sussed venues, and she travelled the country to check them out on her own time, without any encouragement from her employers, even though these places weren’t all going to pay the kind of big fees that the telesales-style bookers needed to bump up their turnovers. With Charlie happy to eschew the larger fees I might have made by selling me on underwritten guarantees to big empty spaces, and booking me instead at this sustainable lower level, I thought I could get on the road after an Edinburgh Fringe run and maybe, before it was too late, claw myself out the beginnings of an audience that might stay with me for life. That was, if the August shows went well.
         
 
         So in early 2004, I began to scrape together a show from the few bits of my vast back catalogue that I could still stand to repeat and some ideas I’d had during my time off. I called it Stewart Lee – Stand-Up Comedian as a blunt statement of intent and a method of sidestepping the fact that I had no idea what it would be about as the Fringe listings deadline approached. My management winkled out an offer from a relatively new venue on the Edinburgh Fringe, the hip subterranean firetrap called The Underbelly, which was keen to have what it viewed as a big name, and the deal was weighted favourably enough to mean I wouldn’t actually lose money on an Edinburgh show they promoted for the first time in fifteen years.
         
 
         Stand-Up Comedian hit the ground running, in the corrugated silo of The Underbelly’s White Belly room. I was thrilled to be away from negotiating the needs of the massive cast of the opera and to be back on my own. Now that I had been ladled with theatrical accolades, previously puzzled critics had to assume that my apparent inability to write and perform stand-up properly was in fact the result of positive artistic choices, rather than an indication of a basic lack of ability, and they adjusted their star ratings accordingly. Plus in my absence I had been fêted by their new favourite, the mid-noughties sensation Ricky Gervais.
         
 
         I took every small-hours Fringe festival club set going, revelling in my freedom, choked ecstatically on a million fags, long after midnight, in steamy attics and dripping cellars, turning comedy fat back into tentative muscle. And I saw dozens of superb new acts I’d never seen before, like the disarmingly honest Chippenham skinhead Will Hodgson and the brilliantly realised character comedy of Will Adamsdale in Jackson’s Way, which I attended half a dozen times at least, and which was to alter the whole way I thought about performance. Watching Will, an uncategorisable Etonian performance-art eccentric who never blinked in the face of audience disbelief, maintaining the most improbable and engaging of conceits in the face of mass irritation and total audience boredom proved to me that one man on a stage in a room could be anything at all, go anywhere, say anything, suggest anything, do anything. This was what I needed to see.
         
 
         Comedians’ memoirs, about how they got back on the road after a lay-off, or their fully approved fly-on-the-wall documentaries on the same subject, tend towards the sentimental journeys of thoroughly made millionaires, peeping out from their Chelsea penthouses and Hollywood Hills adobe ranches to try and recapture their youth. Understand this: it was not nostalgia that drew me back to stand- up. I was pushing forty. Nothing had worked out, not even the theatrical hit of the decade. For the middle part of my thirties I’d been barely earning a living. I was like a punch- drunk prizefighter with no other viable skills who thought maybe there still might be a battle to be won. And I realised that stand-up was just one man on a stage in a room. And so stand-up was infinite. And I had been a fool to doubt it. I might never be a proper comedian, like friends and acquaintances who had achieved fame and wealth and mass acclaim, but perhaps I could still be an Alternative Comedian, which, I gradually remembered, was what I had wanted to be in the first place.
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            Stand-Up Comedian
            
 
            A transcript of the show recorded on 10 March 2005 at  The Stand, Glasgow
            

         
 
         PRE-SHOW MUSIC: ‘THE BREATH OF COLDNESS’*
         
 
         
            *‘The Breath of Coldness’ is a ten-minute saxophone solo, using the circular breathing technique, from the album America 2003 by the British free-jazz saxophonist Evan Parker, with whom I share a birthday. During the missing years of being an award-winning opera director who once shook hands with Michael Portillo at a buffet at the National Theatre, I’d moved to Stoke Newington in Hackney. Stoke Newington is the spiritual home and elephants’ graveyard of British free improvised music. In Stoke Newington, the streets are littered with puzzled musical mavericks still trying to figure out how to improvise non-idiomatically within a now established idiom.
            
 
            I was first exposed to this kind of music by my flatmate, the guitarist Michael Cosgrave, in 1992, when he was briefly press-ganged into the musique concrète noodlers Morphogenesis, who described themselves, with hopefully knowing humour, as ‘Britain’s most theoretically rigorous group’, an epithet I subsequently cannibalised into my own late-nineties poster strapline ‘Britain’s most theoretically rigorous comedian’. I’d attended the Red Rose Club’s out-there Momposo evenings when I lived in Finsbury Park in the mid-to late nineties, and I’d seen the ever open-minded Sonic Youth jam with representatives from the scene at various events in the nineties, and made curious trips to London Musicians’ Collective events at the ICA and the South Bank. But in Stoke Newington, gigs at The Vortex and improvised music club nights at The Red Lion and Ryan’s Bar meant I was now regularly immersed in splurge and skronk. Evan Parker was a monthly fixture at The Vortex, a listed building a few hundred yards from my new flat that was eventually demolished under mysterious circumstances to make way for a Nando’s, and I saw him dozens of times in the first few years I lived there. And this stuff got under my skin.
            
 
            I do appreciate it’s always dangerous, and potentially shaming, for comedians to claim inspiration from great musicians, or indeed any other legitimate artists. When TV’s Russell Howard cites, in an interview, Bob Dylan’s mantra ‘every great artist needs to be in a permanent state of becoming’ as an influence, one wonders what relationship this profound phrase has with appearing on Mock the Week and making fun of Susan Boyle for having a hairy face?
            
 
            But I feel that the sheer bloody-mindedness of the free-jazzers was something of an example, as was their take-it-or-leave-it attitude to critical and public approval. One felt, romantically I am sure, this music had to be made, and would somehow issue forth whatever, out of sheer necessity, irrespective of people’s response. Listeners had to come to it on its own terms, suspend their expectations and forget what they had learned. I’ll never be one of those comics who genuinely jam a whole set off the top of their heads, like the mighty Phil Kaye or the fiery and fluid Ross Noble, but I admired the musicians’ fearlessness in the face of apparently perilous artistic precipices.
            
 
            Thus it was a very deliberate and self-conscious decision to use the Evan Parker solo, on a loop, as the pre-show music for Stand-Up Comedian. The normal pre-show procedure for stand-up is to play something upbeat and jaunty, slightly too loud, through the PA. (The Amused Moose Club’s endless repeat plays of that Supergrass song about something pumping on the stereo to introduce every act is a case in point, and I am always inwardly amused, whenever I do gigs there, to slouch on as non-triumphally as I am able.) But in the small and stifling space of The Underbelly’s soggy dungeon, The White Belly, in August 2004, the Evan Parker solo was a warning, before the show began, that this was not intended to be like other stand-up shows.
            
 
            Playing the Parker solo was also a good way of identifying troublemakers, of spotting punters that had probably come to the wrong gig. I’d stand at the back of the room watching the audience file in. Anyone who got up and remonstrated with the sound guy, insisting that the music was turned off, as some  would, was probably not going to go for the  show. In New Zealand, some English fans of  Peter Kay and the sport of rugby accidentally arrived at my show as a result of a wrongly assumed national  kinship. It was their furious reaction to  the Evan Parker solo that immediately alerted me  to problems ahead, which eventually and inevitably ruined the show (see Appendix II).
            
 
            Since 2004, I’ve always thought very carefully about pre-show music. It’s all part of set and setting. A show  begins the moment the audience walk into a  venue. When Jerry Springer: The Opera was  at the National Theatre, the grandiose vibe of the building and the dignity of its discreet and helpful staff were  already heading the audience into a  beautiful crossfire of high cultural surroundings  and low cultural content. But when the show transferred to the West End and punters trooped in past loads of  people shouting at them and trying to flog  them Maltesers and souvenir hats, this was lost,  and the initial impact of the show suffered as a result.
            
 
            In essence, I don’t want the pre-show music to seem like I am eager to please. I want to start wrong-footing the  audience before they’ve even sat down.
            

         
 
          
         STEW APPEARS. MUSIC CHANGES TO ‘MR. LEE’ BY THE 5.6.7.8’S.*
         
 
         
            * I chose this Japanese garage-punk song because it is fast and exciting and the ladies’ foreign accents are  funny. Is this lacist? I am velly solly.
            

         
 
         STEW INVITES FOUR PEOPLE ONSTAGE. HE GIVES THEM PARTY POPPERS AND TELLS THEM TO EXPLODE THEM ON HIS SIGNAL. THEY DO SO AND RETURN TO THEIR SEATS, LEAVING STEW ALONE AT THE MIC, A FEW STRANDS OF PARTY STREAMER DRAPED OVER HIS HEAD.*
         
 
         
            * The more fun I could have with the punters here, getting them to join in the party atmosphere, the funnier and more disconcerting it would be to hold the silence after the celebrations were over and then shift the mood by beginning to talk about the tragedy of the World Trade Center whilst still draped in party-popper streamers. Reading this now it probably seems in poor  taste, and perhaps it was when it was  written, but three years after 9/11, when I first began  performing this show, the event was still inescapable on a daily basis, percolating even apparently unrelated  media. It had changed everything, as the  cliché goes, but often in the strangest places.  There was a bizarre Marvel comic where Spider-Man and The Avengers deferred to the true heroes, the  firemen and the police, as they contributed  to the clean-up operation. I’m a huge Marvel  Comics fan, but had I lost someone on the day, even I might have felt this was an inappropriate tribute  (though it’s always good to know that a  fictional character who has been given the ability to  climb walls by the bite of a radioactive spider shares your pain). Closer to home, I remember talks about scrapping a  projection of Bosch-like figures falling  down to hell in Jerry Springer: The Opera because  suddenly they echoed the tumbling bodies of 11 September. But reminders of the attack were everywhere,  intentional and unintentional, to the point  where it was beginning to lose its meaning. Could  the mere mention of it still kill a room stone dead if the person mentioning it had streamers in their hair?
            

         
 
          
         So, on September the 11th, 2001 … I was actually on holiday, right. That seems distasteful now. But I wasn’t to know at the time. You know, I didn’t plan it. The holiday, I mean, not the attacks.* And I was actually in the city of Granada in southern Spain, right. It’s an interesting place.  Granada was kind of the last point of  Muslim occupation  in  medieval Europe. It’s  still a very  mixed  city – lots of mosques, lots  of  churches,  lots of Arab Spaniards and white European    Spaniards, all getting on fine.*
         
 
         
            * It’s an ongoing source of annoyance to me that initially self-contained jokes and comments are suddenly, and often wilfully, made to seem contentious or offensive by media commentators who reposition them in the orbit of events or shifts in attitudes, subsequent to their telling, which no one could reasonably have foreseen. Again, in Jerry Springer: The Opera, we were required by the producers and stars to rewrite and re-rehearse an existing scene involving a severed head after a hostage was decapitated in Iraq, the suggestion being that audiences watching this vast, massively choreographed, two-and-a-half-hour spectacle might assume the severed head scene had been rapidly included that week specifically in the interests of appearing topical and tasteless. Soon after the death of Boyzone’s Stephen Gately I saw an episode of Most Haunted, Living TV’s ethically dubious ghost provocation  show in which the restless souls of the dead  are taunted into activity by entirely unqualified  amateur parapsychologists and occasional F-list celebrities. In this particular edition, the tormented  wraiths suffered the attentions of Gately’s  false Irish group and their lucky shit-at-the-wall  svengali Louis Walsh, who were taken into some haunted cellars in Edinburgh to search for the spirits of  furious Scottish troglodytes. Rather than  thinking that it was intended either as a calculated  insult or some kind of misplaced tribute to the now deceased teen idol, who had fled the scene three times in  terror during the show, I simply assumed  that the timing of the broadcast was nothing  more than an oversight on the part of the schedulers, and went about my business.
            
 
            * The quietly seminal Irish  comedian Ian Macpherson, a formative  influence on my stand-up, used to have a  joke: ‘Everyone can remember where they were  when they heard that JFK  had been shot. I  was leaning out of the  second-floor window of a book depository  in  Dallas, Texas,’ or something like that. Similarly, we can all remember where we were when we found out   that planes had flown into the World Trade   Center. I was on holiday in Granada, Spain.   And pretty much everything in this routine is true.
            

         
 
          
         And I was walking around there on nine-one-one – the 9th of November, reclaim the calendar, we invented those dates* – I was walking around there on the 9th of November, nine-one-one, and I went into, er, a little Spanish bar. And on television there was all this film  of buildings on fire, and things falling  down, and people running and screaming. And I  said to the barman, ‘Where’s that?’ – in  Spanish, ‘¿Dónde está?’ And he said, ‘Nuevo Yorica.’ And I thought, ‘Oh, it’s in Colombia or somewhere, it  doesn’t matter.’ And then I watched for a  bit longer, Glasgow, and I realised that it  was New York, where English-speaking people  live, and therefore a terrible newsworthy tragedy.
         
 
         
            * Watching American responses to the attack on the news in the bar, and later in the hotel room, it was clear that semantic difficulties – the unintentionally jingoistic use of the word ‘crusade’, for example – were instantly amplifying existing tensions. Even the numerical naming of the event itself showed how we are divided by a common language.
            

         
 
          
         And I don’t know if you remember, do you remember the planes, flying into the, yeah, the World Trade …? ’Cause we got that on the news in London, I don’t know if you had it here. And … I don’t want to make any assumptions, you know … Um …*
         
 
         
            * This transcript, remember, comes from a show in Glasgow. Scottish audiences, or Scotch audiences as I prefer to call them, like to manufacture unnecessary grievances by wilfully imagining that visiting English comics know nothing about their culture, and that we have assumed everything in Scotland is the same as in England. This is a misconception I am happy to play on by doing everything I can to make it appear true. I was always scared of Scottish audiences, especially the legendarily feral ones of Glasgow, until I decided to go out to cultivate an air of deliberate cultural insensitivity, which eventually induced their grudging respect.
            
 
            Likewise, deep in the days of the Troubles, any English stand- up in Northern Ireland was always, understandably, walking on eggshells, many of them deliberately placed in their path by the regular host of Belfast’s Empire comedy club, the TV personality Patrick Kielty. Fearless as ever, the legendary Simon Munnery went onstage in Derry in his anarcho-punk Alan Parker Urban Warrior persona and began his set by apologising for English complicity in the potato famine and emptying a compensatory sack of spuds onto the stage. The Irish republicans loved it! Audiences can actually enjoy being insulted. If they are abused with enough originality, confidence and verve, the time and troublean act has taken to disrespect their core values actually appears flattering.
            

         
 
          
         So I was watching that in this, this Spanish bar. And then George Bush came on the television news, and he said, ‘We are gonna get them folks what done this.’ And that annoyed me for two reasons. One, because it was grammatically inaccurate. And secondly, ’cause you could already see the terrible kind of cultural fallout of what this was going to mean. There was suddenly a horrible tension between the Arab Spaniards and the white European Spaniards in this previously happy bar. And after a while, I, I couldn’t stand the tension any more, so I went into the Gents to do a wee, and, er … A couple of people over there sniggered at the word ‘wee’. That’s fine, I know this is a tense subject to open with and I’m, I’m happy that the word ‘wee’ has helped defuse the atmosphere a bit. So … So I was standing there in this Spanish bar on the 9th of November doing a wee … out of my cock … and … and it was yellow … and smelt of wee.*
         
 
         
            * I suppose what I was doing here was trying to exploit the tension of discussing something puerile in the midst of  something terribly serious, and I would go  into greater or lesser detail about the act of weeing  depending on the feel of the room. Also, wee is funny, especially if the wee is being weed out of a cock.  Into a toilet. On 9/11. 
            

         
 
         And while I was doing it, this thing happened that happens when you get a bit older, where, when you kind of release the pressure on the front sphincter, the, the, the back sphincter kind of loosens off of its own accord, you know. While I was there, this Arab guy came, and he, and he, and he stood next to me but I didn’t make eye contact with him, ’cause I was embarrassed, er, about the wee. And world news events.* But, you know, while I was there, ’cause I was a bit older the, the, the front sphincter slackened off, the back sphincter went of its own accord. And  suddenly, a little fart came out, right.* But it was only a really tiny fart, like the kind of fart a vole might do. Or Anna Friel. It was a fart that smelt mainly of hair and was comprised  principally of ideas. But it was a fart  nonetheless.* And the Arab guy, he,  he heard the fart. And he looked across at me. And I  looked back at him. And he laughed. And then I  laughed. And I realised everything was going  to be OK.*
         
 
         
             * This is absolutely true. I did feel like I couldn’t make eye contact with the man because of both weeing and the World Trade Center falling down. Similarly, I remember as a  thirteen-year-old boy being taken by my mum  to see Richard Attenborough’s Gandhi at  a cinema in Birmingham, back in the days when they still had intervals in films. After Edward Fox had presided  over a massacre of innocent Indian  demonstrators at Amritsar, we went and queued in the  foyer for an ice cream, the only white people amongst dozens of Brummie Indians, to whom I remember feeling very  strongly that I should apologise in some  way, firstly for the Amritsar massacre, and  secondly for Ben Kingsley blacking up and doing a Dick Emery voice. 
            
 
            * I did not do a fart at this point  during the tragic events of 9/11. But I did  have a kind of momentary Tourette syndrome panic that I might do, even though I couldn’t feel any gas  pressure in my bowel, and I was terrified at  how this might seem utterly inappropriate to the  man standing next to me, given the seriousness of the events unfolding on the television in the bar. Once, when  I was a teenager, I bumped into a friend in  the street who was distraught, having just seen  an acquaintance run down and killed, and I remember having an out-of-body experience where I realised that  the worst thing I could possibly do would be  to laugh, as I became paralysed by the fear  that I would do so. Similarly, a few days after a terrible child murder in a grim northern city in the  mid-nineties, I found myself floating above  myself, looking down on myself while onstage doing stand-up  in the said city, and watching as I made idiotic and insensitive comments about the incident, and then, as  my personalities merged once more, I was  greatly relieved to find that I had not said anything  of the sort. But my mouth was dry, my tongue large and lifeless, and I was bathed in a cold sweat.
            
 
            Richard Herring  is to be both praised and condemned for having exactly  these kinds of mad impulses to say the worst possible thing in any situation, and for somehow lacking the  self-censorship facility that prevents most  of us from acting on them. His mid-nineties flatmate, the Pot Noodle   advert actor and disgrace to Wales Peter Baynham,   returned home one afternoon, Rich having been forewarned   that Pete’s dad had passed away earlier that day. Rich’s first words were ‘Pete, can I just say how delighted I   am to hear of the death of your father,’ a   bold gamble, but one that was accepted in the   spirit it was meant. Since then, Richard has progressed beyond the shock-hack’s default setting of ‘saying the   unsayable’ to ‘saying the unthinkable’ and   to articulating ideas so sexually and morally twisted   that it wouldn’t even occur to the average punter to imagine them, let alone say them.
            
 
            There was a school  of comedy in  the nineties where the audience would  warm  to a comedian who seemed to be expressing opinions and  feelings they themselves had had but never  expressed. There’s an incredible and  admirable skill in doing this,  and Michael McIntyre  perhaps represents its  apogee, his rapid-fire observations about everyday  life being so accurate and instantly  recognisable that he is absolved even of the  obligation to develop them  into actual jokes. But  I’ve always liked the  kind of comedy that makes you go, ‘My God, I  would never have thought that!’
            
 
            *  In long-running shows that I have to perform many times, where there are long sections that need to stay more or  less the same to convey dramatically  necessary parts of the narrative, I look forward immensely  to tiny details that I can change every night to keep myself amused. Each night the mammal and the  celebrity in this section would change, as  would the exact composition of the fart they  had supposedly issued in the subsequent sentence, though it was always necessary for there to be some kind of  believable relationship between the mammal,  the celebrity and the texture of the fart.  For me, the ‘vole/Anna Friel/hair and ideas’ combo, the version recorded for posterity here, wasn’t at all as  strong as, say, something like ‘shrew/Paul  Morley/Vimto and affectation’, whereas ‘stoat/Victoria  Beckham/custard and regret’ is somehow not quite right at all. Or maybe it is? Cynics think free-associating  surreal stuff is easy, but it’s much harder than simply putting the word  ‘fish’ into normal sentences at random  points, as advertising  creatives and whoever  wrote the piss-weak  parody of The Mighty Boosh in Mitchell and  Webb’s cash-in book might want to note.
            
 
            * On sticky  nights, when the  audience were uncomfortable and uneasy  and  silent, this was usually the point at  which things finally swung my way, and the  laugh would come like a   great wave of relief as  people in the room   realised I was working towards some kind of point,   rather than being gratuitously offensive.  Not in Aspen, though.
            

         
 
          
         
 
         And then I went back into the bar. By now the situation was even worse, even more tense. The room had kind of split along racial, religious lines. There was a horrible tension in the room.* And then suddenly Co-lin – Colin – Powell went on the television – we invented those names, his name’s not … he’s not Co-lin the Barbarian, his name’s Colin, he should be running a photocopier repair workshop – Colin Powell went on television on the 9th of November, Spanish bar, and he said, ‘We are gonna launch a crusade against them folks what done this.’* And being in a largely Muslim town, full of murals of crusaders cutting the heads off Muslims, you realise what an  inappropriate word ‘crusade’ was to use on  the 9th of November. It went down really  badly. And as a, a world statesman, Colin Powell  should be aware of how words change their meaning,  culturally. Saying ‘crusade’ on the 9th of November, it’s a bit like if I were to get a job as a maths  teacher, teaching maths in a German town  somewhere near Belsen. And I was to say to  the kids, ‘I’m going to set you a maths problem.  I want you to work through it, and on the last page, fill in your final solution.’* You know, it would be received badly. And as a world leader, Colin Powell should  be aware of these kinds of cultural shifts  in language. But he said ‘crusade’ and it  went down really badly with everyone in the  room, so there was an even worse atmosphere thanbefore.
         
  
         
            * Sometimes, if the atmosphere at the gig was bad enough by this point, I was able to play a game in the performance of this section whereby I would gesture around the emotional topography of the uncomfortable room I was in to stand in for the emotional topography of the uncomfortable room I was describing.
            
 
            * Co-lin Powell did not say this on  9/11. He never really said it, but he did  use the word ‘crusade’ a couple of days later. I lied for comic effect. But who is the real criminal? Is it the  humble stand-up comedian, slightly changing  what someone said a bit for comic effect? Or  is it the American politician, laughing and touching himself inappropriately while he rains death and  destruction on the heads of millions of  innocents? (Answer: it is the American politician. He is the real criminal.)
            
 
            * When I performed this show in  Solihull, where I grew up, a bloke I was at  school with, who was now an Alpha Course  born-again Christian,  tried to engage me in  a conversation about the rights and wrongs  of the supposedly blasphemous Jerry  Springer: The Opera that I had worked  on. He suggested that this line,  for example, was  anti-Semitic and that Jews  would be offended by it, though he wasn’t  personally. It’s so obviously not the  point of the line at all, to me, but I  mention this only as an example of the  fact that you can’t always worry too much  about what people think, as  some people are  just beyond help.
            

         
 
          
         And then the Arab guy that I’d had my kind of moment of epiphany, of kind of human trust with in the toilets, he was standing just in front of me. And he looked across at me with these eyes full of hope, as if to go, ‘What are we going to do?’ And I didn’t know what to do. I mean, I couldn’t just do another fart at will. You know, I’m not a nineteenth-century French music-hall entertainer. I’m the opposite of that. In four main ways … there isn’t time to go into now. But … But someone went, ‘Aw,’ disappointed there. If you seek me out afterwards, I’ll clarify the exact position.*
         
 
         
            * I never did decide what the four main ways I differed from Le Pétomane were, and this is another example of me  making spaces in the material to amuse  myself. Perhaps I hoped I would be called upon  to explain this unsatisfactory sentence at some point. Or maybe, in my eternal love–hate relationship with  the very idea of being a stand-up, I did  feel that all I was at the time was a turn, a turn  farting gags out towards bemused onlookers, who craved the sweeter smells of roses and lavender. 
            

         
 
         But I knew I had to do something, so … It was my moment. So what I did was, I just kind of lifted my leg up like that. And I sort of acted it out. I went, ‘Ugh, fuck, smell, ugh, horrible!’ And he laughed. And the guys he was with laughed. Gradually the laughter spread all around the room. There was a critic from the Independent at the back not laughing. But he didn’t really get what I was doing, you know. It was a kind of mixture of the sacred and the profane, it just went over his head.*
         
 
         
            * I am thinking specifically of Julian Hall of the Independent  here, who always gives me three stars but  comes back to my shows every year out of the  goodness of his heart to try and encourage me further  in my sadly misguided endeavours, like a dog returning to a pile of old shit and sniffing it again to see if  it has suddenly turned into ice cream. 
            

         
 
         But eventually everyone in the room was laughing. And I realised that with that one inane, puerile, scatological gesture I had achieved more for world peace than any politician had all day. ’Cause farts are funny, Glasgow, right? That is the international baseline of all humour, farts, right. And you can be as sophisticated as you like, Glasgow, but at the end of the day you have to admit farts are funny. And you go, ‘No, we don’t actually agree with you, Stew. I saw a hilarious, satirical cartoon in the New Statesman at the weekend, satirising EU farming policies, it was hilarious.’ Was it? Was it as funny as a fart? No, it wasn’t.
         
 
         ‘But I saw Ian Hislop on television at the weekend, Stew, satirising the government, with his voice going up at the start of the sentence and going down at the end. It was hilarious.’ Was it? Was it as funny as some gas that smells of shit coming out of an arse? No, it wasn’t. And nothing Ian Hislop ever says or does or secretly imagines will be as funny as that.*
         
 
         
            * I chose Ian Hislop here because he seems like an utterly blameless figure with whom no sensible person could  take issue, which seemed to make the attack  on him funnier, painting me as a ‘demented,  inexplicably bitter man’, which I am, as you will see. It’s probably worth pointing out that during my  short-lived and misguided attempt to appear  on TV comedy panel shows, in late 2006,  Hislop was easily the most helpful and supportive person I encountered. 
            

         
 
         And I ran this show in the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, right, in August and, um, every year in Edinburgh they have a prize for comedy, right, organised by Perrier – the Perrier Awards. Perrier of course owned by Nestlé, Nestlé top of the World Health Organisation list of unethical companies. It suggested that their milk-marketing policies contribute to the death of 1.5 million children every year. So every time you laugh at a Perrier-nominated act, a little baby dies. Bear that in mind.*
         
 
         
            * When this show was due to be issued on DVD in 2005, the legal department of the production wing of my old management, who filmed it, initially said it would not be possible to describe Nestlé in these terms. I told them to look into it. And, after the briefest bit of research, they decided it would be fine. Make of this what you will. By the following year, Perrier was no longer the sponsor of Nica Burns’s Edinburgh comedy award. It is entirely plausible that Perrier no longer felt the increasingly  coarse and volatile world of once  ‘alternative’ comedy sat well with the sophisticated nature of their brand, but romantics like to imagine the  sustained anti-Perrier campaign by Baby Milk  Action and the Tapwater Awards team may  have helped sway their bloody hand, as every story on the Perrier Comedy Awards ceremony was always  accompanied by information about the  protests. Delightfully, Jason Trachtenberg,  of the lo-fi, outsider art, comedy singing trio The Trachtenberg Family Slideshow Players, was booked as the  entertainment at the 2005 Perrier Awards  party and, having learned of their parent company’s  disgraceful and unethical record, used his platform to improvise lyrics about Nestlé’s well-known and  proven complicity in the deaths of millions  of children. Typically, the TV-industry weekenders  present were too pissed to notice, and continued looking for the future of comedy in the bottom of  their champagne glasses, I expect. I don’t  know. They don’t invite me. And if they did,  I wouldn’t go. So there!
            

         
 
          
         And every year in Edinburgh, they always give that award to comedy to a human being speaking about some stuff. But if they had any integrity, they would give the Perrier Award to the genuinely funniest thing that’s going to happen in Edinburgh all August, which is just going to be an old Scottish tramp doing a fart in a wood. But, Glasgow, if a tramp farts in a forest and no one hears it, is it still funny? Yes, it is. ’Cause it’s some shit that smells of shit coming out of an arse. And if the Perrier had any integrity, which it doesn’t, it would sign up that fart for its own twelve-part Channel 4 comedy series deal.
         
 
         Some laughs, some doubt in the room. People going, ‘We’re kind of with you theoretically. We understand this is some kind of satire of something. But how would that actually work, Stew? An invisible cloud of shit-smelling gas with its own Channel 4 series?’ I don’t know, Glasgow, I don’t know. But what I say to you is, could an invisible cloud of shit-smelling gas with its own Channel 4 series be any less funny than The Friday Night Project?*
         
 
         
            * Writing these notes six years on, it seems bizarre to single out The  Friday Night Project for abuse,  as the bar for bad comedy has been lowered  so far by the broadcasting on BBC3 of Horne and Corden that The Friday Night Project now seems  like a product of a long-gone Age of  Enlightenment by comparison. What a different world we  live in, here in the 2010s! I flew up in the air to throw my copy of Lesbian Vampire Killers into a skip  wearing my own personal jet pack! 
            

         
 
         So the day after the 9th of November – which is the 9th of December, nine-one-two.* Do the math … s … I flew back from Spain to Heathrow Airport. I got a minicab from Heathrow Airport to Stoke Newington, Hackney, north-east London, where I live.* And on the way, I had to go past the Finsbury Park mosque, which you’ll know if you read the news is the kind of hotbed of Muslim radicalism in Britain, run by Abu Hamza until recently. That’s the guy who has an eye patch and hooks for hands. An eye patch and hooks for hands. That’s not a good look for a religious leader. It’s a good look maybe if you’re considering auditioning for extra work in the sequel to Pirates of the Caribbean. But it’s not a good look for a religious leader. The Archbishop of Canterbury does not have an eye  patch and hooks for his hands. He has a big  festive Christmas beard in which robins  might nest. And that helps us to take his  pronouncements on the ethics of the family and modern  society more sympathetically than we would if he had hooks for his hands. We’d be suspicious.*
         
 
         
            * By this point, I had entirely lost the audience at the Aspen Comedy Festival, culturally, politically and, most crucially, mathematically.
            
 
            * Stoke Newington is a great place  to live for a comedian, if for no other  reason than it’s a funny-sounding address. I love saying it onstage, I like setting stories there and I love  the resonances that go with the name, from  Alexei Sayle’s classic ‘What’s on in Stoke Newington?’  routine that all comics of my generation remember fondly from their childhoods, to the air of shabby  would-be bohemianism that hangs around the  area today. I was unfavourably described by a reviewer  in 2009 as ‘Britain’s most middle-class comic’, but I’m not. That is Michael McIntyre. I am the most Stoke  Newington comic there is, with all that that  suggests.
            
 
            *  I would try and improvise  the Abu Hamza stuff differently every night,  aware subconsciously, I suppose, that I  was sort of taking on the persona of a  proper normal stand-up comedian,  riffing around the  kind of news personality  whose unusual physical appearance always  makes him a regular occurrence in  panel-show comics’ bits, irrespective of his  actual newsworthiness. I even  went on to satirise this  kind of Hamza riff  in 2007’s 41st Best Stand-Up Ever show. I don’t  remember doing stuff about the Archbishop  of Canterbury and his beard other than in  this performance, but  maybe the perceptible  shift into a genuine  conversational, improvisational idiom is  what prompts the heckler to feel they can  contribute, both helpfully and amusingly,  leading to an off-the-cuff  splurge about the deceitful  opportunities of  the editing suite that seems really neat on the  finished DVD recorded at this performance.
            
 
            Live comedy  DVDs rarely address  the fact that the viewer at home’s   experience is clearly different to that of the audience on the night. I always try to crank something in, and   made it a central plank in my approach to   considering the shots and the directorial approach   to my 2009 TV series, Stewart Lee’s Comedy Vehicle.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            AUDIENCE MEMBER: Only one hook!
            

         
 
         No, a woman there saying it’s only one hook. I think that it’s hooks for hands, I think he’s got two. But of course luckily the element of doubt’s been introduced here. Umm … I’m able to go away and check that. Er, if it’s factually inaccurate, I can remove it from this video … [male audience member heckles unintelligibly] … as I can everything you’ve said.
         
 
          
         So it’ll just look like a sixty-minute stream of uninterrupted success. Although, ironically, I may consider leaving this part in to give the illusion of it being a genuine event. What do you think of that, viewers at home? This is simultaneously dishonest, and yet also satisfying.
         
 
         But Abu Hamza of course, he’s in Belmarsh at the moment. He’s in the process of being deported to America, where he is guaranteed a fair trial. Irony there. One of the many comic tools we’ll be using tonight.*
         
 
         
            * Again, this never worked in America, where the average person’s perception of the situation is entirely different. 
            

         
 
         So. So I was driving past the Finsbury Park mosque on the, er, 9th of December, the day after the 9th of November, and it was all kicking off outside. There’s Muslim demonstrators on one side of the street complaining about the reprisals they’ve suffered, police in the middle trying to keep order. And on the other side of the Seven Sisters Road, British National Party members standing near the Arsenal shop, their spiritual home. And they’re shouting out, ‘SEND THEM BACK! SEND THE MUSLIMS BACK TO WHERE THEY CAME FROM! BRADFORD, WOOD GREEN, LEEDS, LIVERPOOL, MANCHESTER, BIRMINGHAM AND OTHER BRITISH INDUSTRIAL CITIES WHICH REQUIRED CHEAP LABOUR IN THE NINETEEN-SIXTIES AND SEVENTIES.’
         
 
         And it looked, Glasgow, like there was going to be a full-scale religious race riot. And so I said to the minicab driver, ‘Stop. Let me out. I can help here.’*
         
 
         
            * Looking at this years later, I suspect this routine has its genesis in two things: (1) Seeing this demonstration outside the Finsbury Park mosque, which is about a ten-minute walk from me; and (2) a Simon Munnery routine where, in the character of the naive anarcho-punk Alan Parker Urban Warrior, he tries to quell a sectarian squabble in Glasgow by tying together the scarves of Rangers and Celtic supporters against their will,  which ends with them all beating him up, as  he explains triumphantly, ‘together’. I’ve never  consciously stolen any of Simon’s material, but his shadow hangs heavily over everything I do. I bought two  lines off him for my 2009 TV show, and I  consider him one of the all-time greats, the Peter  Cook of our generation, without whose influence the entire comedy landscape would be entirely different, even  if he is far from a household name. Indeed,  even in his own household his name is barely  known, as Simon’s wife and his three beautiful little girls are in the habit of referring to him simply as ‘Mr Poo  Poo Head’.
            

         
 
          
         And I got out the minicab. I pushed through the British National Party blokes. I pushed through the police line. I pushed through the Muslim demonstrators. I ran into the mosque, some guy tried to get me to take my shoes off, I don’t know what that was about, there wasn’t time, I carried on through. It was a nice, hospitable gesture, but it was ill-timed. And I ran up the prayer tower to the minaret, where the call to prayer is broadcast out to the faithful of North London, and I snatched the little microphone out of the stand there, and I pulled down my underpants and I shoved it up my anus. And with a concerted effort of mental and physical willpower, I farted into it. But on that occasion, it didn’t really help.
         
 
         In fact, some eyewitnesses to the ensuing carnage were subsequently to suggest that it may have made the situation worse. And my heartfelt message of peace and goodwill to all men was misunderstood. Although I take some comfort in the fact that a similar thing often happened to Jesus. I’m not saying I am Jesus. That’s for you to think about at home. But if I was Him, this is the kind of place I would come, isn’t it? A simple, humble place. Not the Glasgow Empire, I’d come here. But I’m not saying I am Jesus. Not in the current climate. Erm …*
         
 
         
            * The Irish comedian Ian Macpherson, mentioned earlier, has written a book, The Autobiography of a Genius.  I have not read it, but I am told it begins  with the line ‘It is not for me to draw parallels  between my own life and that of Christ,’ a set-up similar to one both Richard Herring and I imagined independently  of each other, which we may have used in the  double act at some point. 
            

         
 
         But I think there’s a kind of European smugness where we look at America’s hysterical overreaction to the events of the 9th of November and we go, ‘Thanks for that, America, thanks. You’ve set us off on a course of the destruction of world civilisation as we know it. Thanks for that. Thanks.’ But you mustn’t hate the Americans, right? America is currently the most hated country in the world. Americans don’t know that. They don’t read, or watch news. If they did, they would be unhappy. Osama bin Laden flew planes into the World Trade Center, it was a waste of time. If he’d really wanted to hit America hard, where it hurts, he should have carpet-bombed the country with a weapon that Americans would never be able to understand – world geography examination papers. Shops which don’t have the word ‘barn’ in their name. And the metaphysical concept of shame.*
         
 
         
            * I probably wouldn’t write or perform something like this now. It seems glib, stereotypical, cheap and simplistic.  It was funny at the time, though. Also, our  failure to act entirely honourably in Iraq and  Afghanistan alongside the USA means that, to the rest of the world, we’re both the bad guys. You’d have to  address that now. Today, this approach to  the topic would be dishonest, ignoring the elephant  in the room. How different the world is in the futuristic days of the 2010s! I’m going to fly alongside the  funeral cortège of British servicemen’s  bodies passing through the Wiltshire town of Wootton  Bassett on my own personal hover-saucer! 
            

         
 
         But you mustn’t hate the Americans. Don’t hate them, Glasgow. Americans live in a kind of state of ignorant, prelapsarian bliss. They don’t know what’s going on.* And because of that, it can be very relaxing to go to America and watch them. If you go to America and look at Americans in their natural habitat – er, the theme park, the shopping mall, the race riot, the high-school massacre – and you watch them walking around, looking at colours and shapes … and lights … and words … sometimes imagining what the words might mean … It’s very relaxing, Glasgow. It’s like watching carp in a pond in a stately home, er, their mouths opening and closing. It’s charming.*
         
 
         
            * As a rule I try to avoid using long and complicated words that not everyone understands, as it seems like  something Russell Brand would do to try and  make Sun readers think he was an intellectual. But ‘prelapsarian’ is the perfect word to use  here.
            
 
            *  There are echoes here of how  I would describe Richard Herring’s home  town of Cheddar in the routines we co-wrote  for our Lee and Herring double act in the  mid-nineties about him  being a bumpkin peasant,  so some credit must  go to him here, as it must for much of what  I have done since meeting him in 1986. When  we first arrived in London, we shared a flat  in Acton, and I was  complaining bitterly  about some aspect of  modern life which irked me. Rich, finding  my position untenable and unintentionally  amusing, said I should try expressing this  point of view onstage,  thus helping me to  realise clearly, I think  for the first time, who my ‘clown’ was: an outsider,  inexplicably annoyed about things that  don’t really bother most people.
            
 
            On the whole, the double act necessarily involved  more  compromises than my solo work, but  you  can’t help but carry parts of a partnership   like that with you, and sometimes, I have noticed, in the absence of a second voice to argue with live   onstage I am given to fabricating a second   one of my own – ‘Oh, Stew!’ etc. – which sounds   uncannily like Richard Herring. 
            

         
 
         But you mustn’t hate the Americans. They’re not a naturally curious people. Most Americans do not own passports. They’re not a naturally curious people. If you were to lock an American for sixty years in an empty underground bunker which contained nothing but a woolly tea cosy, the American would not even be curious enough to be tempted to see if the tea cosy would make a serviceable hat.* They’re far more likely to arrest the tea cosy, intern it illegally in Guantanamo Bay, and then repeatedly anally rape it until such time that it admits that it was actually a member of an al-Qaeda training cell. Even though at the time of the alleged offence the tea cosy was actually working as a shop assistant in a branch of Currys in Wolverhampton.*
         
 
         
            * This line about the Americans’ lack of curiosity was adapted from an old routine from the mid-nineties about babies and their lack of curiosity, which in turn was based on something my friend Giles Clarke said at school, describing a mutual acquaintance as ‘the sort of person who, if they were locked in a room with a tea cosy, wouldn’t even be tempted to try it on’. Years later, I rejigged, or stole, Giles’s witticism for my set, though even at the time I remember it seeming an uncommonly well-rounded bon mot in the mouth of a thirteen-year-old fantasy war games fan.
            
 
            * One of the British inmates at  Guantanamo Bay had been working in a branch  of Currys in Tipton at the time he was supposed to have  been training with al-Qaeda. Which doesn’t mean he wasn’t a sympathiser, but I thought it was a funny  juxtaposition. Obviously this bit died in  Aspen, as it often did in the UK. I was quite happy for  it to die, as it opened up enormous possibilities for improvising around its failure, as happens in the  subsequent section. I really enjoy this  aspect of stand-up – how failure presents opportunities to create subsequent victories – and increasingly I  build pseudo-failure into the shows to give  myself and the audience the thrill of a  struggle. In the nineties, I was often criticised for losing the room and then fighting for ages to win it back, when  in fact that was what I had been trying to  do all along. It seemed that what I imagined were  my strengths were perceived as weaknesses, that my successes were  viewed as failures, and that my positive choices were viewed as accidental errors. At least these days most   critics realise I am doing this   deliberately
            

         
 
          
         Some laughs there, other people are a bit confused. ‘What’s he talking about?’ Right? OK, well, again, that’s a kind of bit of satire of the fact that some of the British citizens held in Guantanamo Bay were tortured into saying that they’d been in al-Qaeda camps, even though at the time they were supposed to be there, they were actually working as shop assistants in a branch of Currys in Wolverhampton. Other people I sense are going, ‘Yeah, we know about that. That’s not what’s confusing us. What’s confusing us here in Glasgow is the idea of a tea cosy working as a shop assistant in a branch of Currys. How could that possibly work?’ And again, Glasgow, I say to you, I don’t know, I don’t know how that would work. But what I say to you is, could a tea cosy working as a shop assistant in a branch of Currys actually be any less effective than some of the people currently employed there?*
         
 
         
            * Again, I probably wouldn’t make a joke about stupid shop assistants today. Not because it’s not necessarily true,  but because it’s the kind of joke you see  on all those production-company landfill TV  comedy sketch shows on BBC2, BBC3, Channel 4 and ITV3, in which privileged middle-class actor-comedians do  impressions of what they imagine the working  classes are like. 
            

         
 
         ‘Hello. I don’t know if you can help me. I’m interested in buying one of those iPods.’
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry, sir. I won’t be able to help you, on account of the fact that I am fashioned entirely from colourful wool.* Perhaps you’d like to ask one of my colleagues – the cardigan, the mitten, the balaclava helmet.’
         
 
         
            * ‘Wool’ is a brilliant, all-purpose funny word. Few things are not made funnier if one imagines them being made out of, or coated in, wool. I believe it was the feckless Australian comedian Greg Fleet who drip-fed the idea that the word ‘wool’ is funny into the international comic subconsciousness from his smegma-smeared seaside lair in St Kilda, at  some point in the mid-nineties. Greg is responsible  for much of the whole tone of contemporary stand-up in  Australia, but is unable or unwilling to take any real advantage of his statesman status. If he were given a  Lifetime Achievement Award, he’d only take  it to Cash Converters anyway. The rurally named  musical comedian Boothby Graffoe has a tattoo of Greg’s name on his leg, as a tribute to the  beaver-toothed funnyman. Greg is more than  loved; he is universally tolerated, like a beloved family dog. That stinks. Two or three particular  moments of watching Greg onstage in the  nineties have undeniably shaped what I do in stand-up  for ever, notably his heroin addiction/kidnapping show Thai-Die, which I saw in Edinburgh in 1995  and which was the first ever  narrative-driven stand-up show I’d seen, and his shark-attack routine, as performed to uninterested  lunchtime drinkers at Adelaide University in  1997. In the event of his death, I would certainly  make the effort to travel to Australia to attend his memorial service alongside his family, friends and  creditors. Greg Fleet – that wool guy!
            
 
            The Canadian stand-up Glenn  Wool, meanwhile, even has the word ‘wool’ in  his name. How cool is that? Imagine if Wool was, like,  your actual name! Awesome! Sweet as!
            

         
 
          
         And again, you’ll notice there a list of three things. Really they ought, comedically, to build. But the balaclava helmet was a disappointment. It didn’t get the laugh one would be hoping for there. Umm … And I knew that was going to happen, right, ’cause like I say, I ran this show in Edinburgh for a month last August. And I thought – I’ll be honest with you, Glasgow – I thought the balaclava helmet was going to get a big laugh. Ironically, I’ve been touring this. The only place the balaclava helmet did get a big laugh was in Aldershot, which is a military town, so they probably have a different relationship with it.* But on the whole, people don’t find it funny. Now I was confused, because for me, the balaclava helmet is one of those  inherently absurd items. I thought it would  be a good topper there, but it never works.
         
 
         
            * This is true
            

         
 
          
         So the first kind of week of the run, the month run, I kept swapping the order around, I was going, ‘Perhaps you’d like to talk to one of my colleagues, the balaclava helmet, mitten, cardigan. Cardigan, balaclava helmet, mitten,’ whatever. And after weeks, still nothing … It never got any laughs. Then, after about ten days, um, one of my friends in the audience, the Actor Kevin Eldon, who you may remember from Channel 4’s Packing Them In in the early nineties – the best, the best work he did.* And erm … I said to him, ‘Why do you think that isn’t working?’ And he said, ‘Well, the problem is, all the items in your list are made of wool. And the tea cosy has already said to the customer that it won’t be able to help him on account of the fact that it is made of wool. So for the tea cosy to suggest to the customer that he seeks assistance from other exclusively woollen items, you know it simply adds insult to injury, it makes the situation worse.’*
         
 
         
            * I met the Actor Kevin Eldon, as Richard Herring and I always insist on calling him, when he and I started out on the stand-up circuit at around the same time in 1989, I think at a club called Oranje Boom Boom above the De Hems pub in Soho. You can look for it, it is still there. He was thirty at the time, which seemed impossibly old to me, and I wondered what he had been doing with his life. The Actor Kevin Eldon is always a great comedy problem solver, a good person to ask why something is or isn’t working, but he is a Buddhist, and conceitedly believes that he has lived a good life and so will be reincarnated as a rich king or a pop star or something.
            
 
            * Critics often talk about me  ‘deconstructing’ comedy. I don’t think it’s  as complicated as that. I just think it’s funny to take a joke and show the working out in the margins. If you  remove the surprise of the punchline by telegraphing it, deliberately,  then instead of waiting to laugh at the  pay-off the punters have to  enjoy the texture of the  extended set-up. In  theory.
            

         
 
          
         So I said, ‘Yeah, I’d never thought of that, you know. What shall I do?’ And he said, ‘Well, just think of three things that aren’t made of wool and you’ll be all right.’ And I thought, ‘Yeah, I will, right, but I won’t write them down. I’ll come out every night and I’ll just make them up. I’ll exist in the moment. I’ll trust it to chance. I’ll improvise like Eddie Izzard … pretends to do.’ And … no! And, when you’ve tried to do it, you realise why he doesn’t. It’s hard. It’s hard to do. It’s much easier to just go ‘er’ in every sentence and give the illusion of spontaneity.*
         
 
         
            * It puzzled me that Eddie Izzard was always reviewed positively in the nineties for his supposed improvisational  abilities, when in fact his real skill was  to make his prepared ideas look as if they were  utterly spontaneous, thereby involving everyone in the room, even in massive stadiums, in a succession of  beautiful moments of apparent conception  that all seemed to be unrepeatable. I can’t fake things.  I have no acting skills. I have to build actual improvisations in to achieve the effect, and over the course of a  long run I can feel the scripted sections  of a show ossify and stiffen. 
            

         
 
         And so … So I came out … let it go, let it go! … so I came out the first night, I went, ‘Yeah, perhaps you’d like to talk to one of my colleagues.’ And I said, you know, ‘The stick, the wood.’ And then I said, ‘The toaster.’ And again, there was no laughs. I thought, ‘Why’s that?’ And I went home, and I thought, ‘Yeah, the problem is the toaster is an electrical item and people are thinking, “Is that working in Currys or is it for sale there?”’
         
 
         Yeah, but I was chasing the problem down. Basically, I realised I needed three things that were neither electrical nor woollen. Right. But it’s quite hard to think of that.
         
 
         Sir, think of a thing.
 
         
         
 
         
            AUDIENCE MEMBER #1: Weather vane.
            
 
            Weather vane.
 
            AUDIENCE MEMBER #2: The act of cunnilingus.
            
 
            Weather vane. The act of cunnilingus. And …
 
            AUDIENCE MEMBER #3: A banana.
            
 
            What?
 
            AUDIENCE MEMBER #3: A banana.
            

         
 
         A banana. Weather vane, the act of cunnilingus and a b– … Well, admittedly, those are, those are quite good. They’re not electrical nor wool. And weather vane, banana – good. The act of cunnilingus is particularly good ’cause that takes us into an area where actual concepts, not just things and objects, are working in a shop. It’s certainly …*
         
 
         
            * Whatever happened here, it didn’t really matter. If the audience’s suggestions were funny, that worked, and if they  weren’t, it was also fine. Something would  come up. I suppose it was interesting in trying  to get them to think as comedians might, to try and give them a sense of how some apparently random objects seem  utterly apposite and some don’t, and to  show them how this is almost alchemical,  beyond reason. 
            

         
 
         I was in Aspen, Colorado, two weeks ago, in America. You beat them hands down. Their first two suggestions were a scarf and a kettle.* Woollen and electrical, straight … Although, to be fair, this wasn’t the part of the set they liked least, you know? After the nine-one-one  opening, a lot of the American audience had  been shaken off in, in Aspen. If anything,  arguably the New York warm-ups were worse.  But …
         
 
         
            * These are the real suggestions of the Aspen Comedy Festival audience, many of them TV professionals. Having seen this show in Edinburgh, the Aspen Comedy Festival booked it for a short run in a room in an oxygen-free skiing hotel high above the snowline, and some short warm-ups in New York clubs the weekend before. The New York clubs were all awful, full of dreadful hack comics trying to hone seven-minute sets about nothing into tight three-minute sets about even less for Letterman and such like, standing in front of paintings of brick walls while bored people ignored them on a two-drink minimum. Needless to say, I went down to utter silence. I can’t do anything in seven minutes any more. I don’t have the skills. I wouldn’t have had time to do the 9/11 stuff there, even if I had wanted to, but I wonder if I’d ever run the  show in New York, whether I’d have had the  guts to do it. Would the risk of offence be worth  the possibly cathartic outcome?
            

         
 
          
         It’s weird, ’cause, ’cause about two weeks into Edinburgh, some kid emailed me and he went, ‘You know that bit you do about people being so bored they wear tea cosies as hats?’ I went, ‘Yeah.’ He goes, ‘Um, there’s a Spike Milligan or a Billy Connolly joke like that,’ he said, ‘from 1972.’ So, basically, I must have kind of remembered that and copied it.*
         
 
         
            * As the run progressed a number of people claimed this was either a Billy Connolly or a Spike Milligan line.  See? It turns out Giles Clarke didn’t think  up that phrase. 
            

         
 
         So that bit, the first half of it is plagiarised and the second half doesn’t really work.*
         
 
         
            * For me it’s funny to go on this long, quasi-improvised, metatextural riff about the tea-cosy joke, and then to  just piss the thing away into nothing at  the end. In fairness, though, I can also understand  why people might feel their time had been wasted. Having sat in on the edits of three live DVDs and a TV  series, I have nothing but sympathy,  generally, for people who find my work intolerable. 
            

         
 
         But I was making a number of crass generalisations about Americans there. I don’t really believe any of them and I did it for comic effect. And I don’t understand how anyone can have a kind of generalised view about another nation or race. I certainly don’t, and I think it’s because I’m, I’m different to a lot of you. I’m not necessarily better, but I am … I’m different. And I’m better, let’s face it.*
         
 
         
            * I often read on the internet and in newspapers that I am arrogant. I am arrogant, I admit, but when I say  things like this onstage I have chosen to be  arrogant for comic effect, and hope in part that  the comments reflect badly on me, creating a distancing effect between me and the audience. I hope they admire  the comedy, but I’d rather they didn’t enjoy  the show just because they think they liked  me as a person. It seems cheap. 
            

         
 
         But … But … And I think it’s because I feel a little bit kind of removed from your human society, ’cause I’m actually, I’m adopted, I’m an adopted man* … so I’m suspicious of notions of identity or nationhood. For example, I grew up thinking that I was English, right, but about two years ago I found out – and this is true – I found out that my real father is Scottish, right, which of course means that I’m Scottish, ’cause, as you’ll know, Scottishness  is passed on through the male genes.* Like a disability. And, er … it … it overwhelms all female chromosomes. And that’s  why there are no Scottish women, are there?  There’s no Scottish women. There are men in  kilts, but that’s just nature trying to  find its own level.
         
 
         
            * Interestingly, about 50 per cent of the time the phrase ‘adopted man’, as opposed to the less specific ‘adopted’, would get a tentative laugh, allowing me to go off on improvisations about the specific age ranges of adoptees that seem the funniest. I think the phrase ‘adopted man’ was funny because it suggested the image of a fully grown man being delivered to a hopeful couple’s door, perhaps with his record collection and personal artefacts in tow. I think it also contains an unconscious echo of one of Harry Hill’s first jokes, back in the early nineties, when we were on bills together and he was called Harry Hall. I forget what the set-up was, but the punchline was ‘I am a diabetic man and have missed my lunch.’ To me, this always seemed much funnier than it would have done if the pay-off had been ‘I am a diabetic and have missed my lunch.’ The word ‘man’ is so utterly unnecessary here that I find it amusing.
            
 
            Here in the age of Twitter I am continually reading the wise words of Twittering comedy writers who speak of the incredible skill and satisfaction of honing their witty jokes down to the bare minimum of information, so as to maximise the value of the few characters the medium allows. Presumably, free-floating and yet inexplicably powerful words like ‘man’, as it occurs in Harry’s joke above, will be the first casualties of this charmless, technology-led approach to what’s funny, Graham Linehan.
            
 
            * I was adopted and am under the  impression that my real father was Scottish.  Some comics, and some whole schools  of comedy, and most  American stand-ups, base  their routines on a specific regional, racial  or national identity, and the accepted  behavioural connotations that come with it.  Many of the most  successful American comedians  elaborate upon  this idea by pretending that, or describing  how, each of their parents is from a  different racial or cultural background, and  they are often able to derive  whole seven-minute sets  from the collision  of these two presumed sets of different exaggerated  social values or genetic traits, often  involving the consumption of specific food  items or the practice of  particular sexual acts, presumed  to be  unique to the culture or race chosen. I am happy to be  without portfolio. I have chosen to become  what I am, a stereotype of the kind of  middle-class arts graduate  that would live in a beatnik  enclave of  north-east London, and I have chosen the character  I portray to the public. You will notice  there is precious little personal  information in this book. This very  paragraph, going into extremely dull and  lengthy detail about a not  especially interesting comedy  trope, is in  itself a diversionary tactic. I am no one. No one.
            

         
 
          
         And if a Scottish man wants to breed, of course, you have to travel south of the border. Normally, you get as far as a major English railway station, get off the train, lie down in a gutter, drunk, and hope some pollen lands on you. And … and I can say that, remember, because I … technically, I am Scotch. Yeah, Scotch, yeah.* Genetically, if not culturally.
         
 
         
            * I can remember the rough point at which I learned that the Scots do not like to be called Scotch, and have found it a funny word ever since. It was sometime during the period I lived with my grandparents as a child, 1971–5, and we were watching an episode of the Edwardian drama series Upstairs,  Downstairs in the back room, which was  yet to be knocked through into one big rectangular space, the front room still being a parlour, where tea  was served on Sundays, with radishes and  tomatoes from grandpa’s garden, and antimacassars  hugged the backs of the armchairs in case of a visit from some heavily Brylcreemed freemason. In this edition of Upstairs,  Down stairs, the family had  gone to stay in Scotland, and the servant played by  Pauline Collins said to the Gordon Jackson butler bloke, while he was polishing a glass, something like, ‘You must  be delighted to be in Scotland, Mr Hudson,  what with you being Scotch and all,’ to which he  stonily replied, ‘It’s Scots.’ I have no other memories of Upstairs,  Downstairs whatsoever. Who’d  have thought, that thirty-five years later,  the late Gordon Jackson’s words would come back to taunt his countrymen from out of my sneering English mouth?
            

         
 
          
         But I think that, even though I grew up thinking I was English, I think I always knew that I was one of you, you know. ’Cause I’d go into school, Monday mornings, and people’d go, ‘Did you see the sport at the weekend, Stew? The brilliant sport that all men must like, with England winning in it? It was good, wasn’t it?’ And I’d go, ‘No, in fact it filled me feelings of revulsion and disgust.’* Then they’d go to me, ‘What about the rich tapestry, the tableau of English culture and history? Do you take no  pleasure in that?’ And I’d go, ‘No. In fact,  the whole notion of English culture just  makes me feel kind of mentally, physically and spiritually  bereft.’ And they’d go, ‘What about the English  language, the tongue of Shakespeare, Shelley, Blake? Churchill? Does that not stir some residual  national pride in you?’ And I’d go, ‘No. In  fact, whenever I hear an English accent, I  have to be physically sick.’ And I would hear my own  voice answering their question and I would start vomiting as I spoke.
         
 
         
            * I am always pleased whenever the opportunity arises to say onstage that I don’t like sport and have no interest in it. In the early nineties, style magazines, nascent lads’ mags and Sunday supplements were thrilled when the ‘alternative’ comedians like David Baddiel, Rob Newman and Frank Skinner began talking about football in their comedy routines in Alternative Comedy clubs, at the Edinburgh Fringe and on Radio 4 and BBC2, where previously football would have been considered of no interest or relevance. Soon there was Fantasy Football, a low-fidelity television comedy series that applied the sort of irreverent, witty and intelligent humour usually reserved during the period for the subjects of politics, pop, sex and drugs to football, raising the bar considerably in an area in which Jimmy Hill had previously been thought of as a great wit.
            
 
             
            But the floodgates were open, and try as he might, with his considered BBC2 series and public love of Samuel Johnson, Frank Skinner could never get the djinni back in the bottle. Football fans and so-called ‘new lads’ began to feel welcome at once ‘alternative’ comedy venues, in their Ben Sherman shirts, and within five years the comedy counter-culture which our illustrious eighties stand-up comedy forebears shed blood to build, in the post-punk shadows of fat working men’s club comics and elitist Oxbridge satirists, was destroyed. Suddenly, sport-loving scumbags began to comprise a significant percentage of any comedy audience. I think it was Fantasy Football and the introduction of football as a subject into Alternative Comedy that ultimately destroyed the values and the unrealised artistic potential of the Alternative Comedy community which I so desperately wanted to contribute to as a teenager. Indeed, all responsibility for the collapse of the entire sixties, seventies and eighties counter-culture in Britain can probably be extrapolated from Fantasy Football and laid at the door of Baddiel and Skinner, who shared a flat, and presumably a door, at the time.
            
 
            Rob Newman subsequently recognised the monster he had helped to create, and tried to make amends for his crimes. By the end of the decade Newman had changed his name by deed poll to Robert Newman and retreated from the front line to became a humble aesthete, quietly trying to save the world with his thoughtful and moving live shows, and with a carbon footprint the size of an ant’s. But in contrast, today David Baddiel and Frank Skinner have massive luxury homes on the moon and their own private spacecraft made of gold and seal fur. The rest of us, who wanted Alternative Comedy to offer us merely the chance to subsist in an endless utopia of CND benefits and Women Only Cabaret Nights, have only shattered memories and shat-upon dreams.
            
 
            When I was fourteen, I had a massive poster on my wall of a giant pop-art mouth advertising a Swiss exhibition of abstract art. My friends and family mocked my pretention, but I loved that poster and the hope it offered of an exciting world of thought beyond the boundaries of stifling Solihull. But one day the poster fell off the wall and the dog pissed all over it, ruining it for ever, while my mother laughed. That poster is what the Alternative Comedy dream meant to me – the possibility of a better world. And now it is covered in dog’s piss.
            

         
 
          
         So I hated, as a child, I hated being English. And yet conversely, I always harboured secret cravings for shortbread, offal and heroin.* (You seem to like that.) You know, deep-fried heroin if I could get it. With sauce [‘soss’]. Heroin supper, £2.95.
         
 
         
            * Again, there is an echo of the always apposite Simon Munnery here, who I think planted the word ‘offal’ in my  mind with his joke ‘Why do the Scots like  haggis? The truth is they don’t. Haggis is just a  means of selling offal to tourists.’ 
            

         
 
         But … So … I think I always knew, Glasgow … I can hardly believe this is happening … I think I always knew that I was a Scotch man. And so I always knew, and … But …
         
 
         
            AUDIENCE: Scottish!*
            

         
 
         
            * During the Glasgow gig from which this text is transcribed, a foolish Scotchman has misunderstood my deliberate  misuse of the word ‘Scotch’, leading to a  hilarious improvisation. 
            

         
 
         Yeah, Scottish. Thank you for correcting me, sorry. Er … you know … it was an error I made on purpose for comic effect. And I’m glad that there’s so little trust in me in the room that people are going, ‘He’s a fucking idiot! He doesn’t know … He’s insane! What’s he talking about? He hasn’t done the most basic research.’ But … No … Even despite that, I always knew that I was Scottish … In my heart, in my brave heart, I always knew that I was.*
         
 
         
            * I found here that if I intonated the word ‘braveheart’ as if I thought it should get a laugh, it would only get a  groan, but if I threw it away as if it were  just an accidental collision of words to which  I had given no actual conscious thought, and which only coincidentally echoed the folk name of the Scotch  national hero William Wallace, then it would  get a big laugh. Audiences, in my experience,  are like cats. They don’t respect you if you seem too desperate for their affection, but disguise your  desperate need for their love as a kind of  bored indifference, and soon they will be eating  out of your hand. 
            

         
 
         OK, shout out if you’ve seen the film Braveheart. You’ve all seen it, shout out.
         
 
         
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            

         
 
         OK, now you’ll know more than any other audience I’ve played in the last three weeks that Braveheart is the shittest film ever made, right? It was. It was directed by the reactionary Catholic bigot Mel Gibson, and it’s full of basic, fundamental historical errors which insult your race, and mine by association. Right? Here’s … Here’s just three off the top of my head.*
         
 
         
            * I remember some reviews at the time criticising me for doing material about the film Braveheart, which had been released almost a decade earlier. But Braveheart had such a totemic role in the rise of the SNP and the drive towards a Scottish parliament, and is also famous for its typically Hollywood approach to the troublesome niggle of historical accuracy, that I think it’s a great subject in which to package a discussion about Scottish national identity, and by association, all the myths, lies and macho nostalgia that go towards forging any national identity. I don’t really believe that there’s such a thing as dated subject material, or clichéd subject material. There are only dated and clichéd approaches, and even some of them are still funny.
            

         
 
          
         Firstly, William Wallace, Braveheart, your national hero, he wasn’t some, you know, noble savage living in a mud hut, we all know that. He was a privileged, educated nobleman, right?
         
 
         Secondly, it’s not mentioned by Mel Gibson in the film, but there’s some evidence to suggest that he actually fought as a mercenary for the English as a teenager. That’s conveniently missed out.
         
 
         Thirdly, you know that French princess he’s supposed to have sex with? This French princess, in the film, you remember? And the implication is that he gets her pregnant and she marries Edward II of England, so it’s his kid. Now – she was a real historical figure, that French princess. But at the time of the death of William Wallace, Braveheart, your national hero, she was only four years old.
         
 
         Now, Glasgow, I’m not saying that William Wallace, Brave heart, your national hero, didn’t have sex with her … You know … He probably did. But if he did – and he did, he definitely did, right – it would have been a far less romantic scene than the one enacted by Mel Gibson in the film Braveheart. It may have happened in a tent, but it would still have been not a romantic scene. Because that would have made William Wallace, Braveheart, your national hero, a paedophile. A Scottish paedophile. The worst kind of paedophile that there is. Coming at you … through a bothy* … with shortbread on its face … muttering unintelligible sexual threats in a frankly incomprehensible  dialect.
         
 
         
            * One way of avoiding the ire of the people you are mocking is to refuse them the easy option of assuming that you are ignorant by including within the abuse some detail or turn of phrase that shows you are in fact fully acquainted with their culture, nation, faith or city, and so presumably have made a positive choice to denigrate it from a position of strength, rather than by dint of just not knowing anything about it in the first place. I  remember a BBC Radio 4 religious bigwig  describing an early-nineties radio sketch Richard Herring  and I wrote about the primitive Christian mystic and pole-dweller Simeon Stylites as ‘ignorant’, but to be  honest, if you’re even considering writing a  sketch about Simeon Stylites, you’re already some  degrees away from a simple position of ‘ignorance’. ‘Bothy’, in turn, is a Gaelic word for a small cottage.  Unique to the Highlands, these structures  are now mainly used as mountain shelters for  walkers and climbers. Only someone who really knew their way around the Scotch culture in all its manifest  variety would be able, with such casual  confidence, to introduce a word like ‘bothy’ into a  comedy routine with such obvious nonchalance, and the unruly Glaswegian audience see this and realise that they  must submit to the comedian’s iron will.
            

         
 
          
         Another weird thing about that film is, you know in it, like, um … Fine, leave at this point. Er … It gets, it gets worse. A man leaving there to go away and think about the idea of a paedophile Braveheart in the privacy of a toilet cubicle.*
         
 
         
            * This may seem clever to you, but it is a standard move by me, at the point of an unexpected exit by a member of the crowd, to imply that they are leaving to masturbate over the thought of whatever I have just been talking about, though this is funnier, I always feel, if the subject is not actually sexual in any way, suggesting that the escapee has some very specific sexual fetish. In recent years, my standard move at the point of an unexpected punter exit is to pretend to assume they have been offended by whatever I am talking about and are leaving in disgust. I usually say something along the lines of, ‘I didn’t pay to hear a man talk disparagingly about … [insert whatever here].’ Since the mid-noughties, this approach has the added advantage of usually seeming like a clever, topical ad-lib, as there is usually some absurd story bubbling along in at least one tabloid concerning an outcry about some largely innocuous comedy routine by someone about something.
            

         
 
          
         Another weird thing about that film is that in it, if you remember, like, er, Mel Gibson makes a big deal about the fact Edward II, the English prince, was gay, right, as if not only did he oppress the Scots, but he did it in a kind of gay way, which makes it worse. But … the irony is, again, it’s not mentioned in the film that William Wallace, Braveheart, your national hero himself, was actually gay.* And … No, he was, sir … And we know this from some information that’s come to light in the last couple of years. Firstly, about two years ago, they found a cache of love letters hidden in a nook at, er … at, er … Glamis Castle or somewhere.* And the  letters were exchanged between William Wallace and Robert  the Bruce. And they were full of declarations – they were – they were full of declarations of love and  details of their, of their sexual  encounters, the very vigorous sexual encounters  that they had. That’s one thing. Then, about a year  ago, they found some, um, graffiti on, er, a wall … on an old Scottish wall, on the wall … on the wall of  a broch, actually, which is … the Broch of  Gurness, which is a real place in, er … the  Orkneys.* They found it there. And  it said, um … The graffiti, which is real,  it existed, it said, er … ‘I am a gay,  signed William Wallace, “Braveheart”.’ And the  ‘Braveheart’ bit was in inverted commas, so they knew that meant it was real. ’Cause it was like a fun  nickname, you know, it was, like, real.
         
 
         
            * Here it was absolutely necessary to use vocal inflections that suggest that Wallace’s homosexuality was entirely acceptable, and not a matter of controversy in any respect. Thus, any audience objections about this apparent abuse of a Scottish folk figure would hopefully freeze in the mouth of the heckler, for fear of them appearing homophobic. It was not difficult for me, personally, to say these sentences without appearing that I had any issues with homosexuality, as I absolutely don’t. At least two of my best friends are gay, and the composer Richard Thomas, with whom I worked for five years continuously, is a minimum of 80 per cent gay. I even enjoy the work of many gay writers and some of the world’s gayest musicians. That said, even though I have lived in heavily multicultural areas for two and a half decades now, I still do not have a huge amount of black or Asian friends, apart from Andrew Mallet, whom I see every Christmas and who is Malaysian or Hawaiian or something. I appreciate that this looks bad and am already working to correct it. I have always got on reasonably well with the Labour MP for Hackney, Diane Abbott, when I have met her on TV politics shows, and may try to cultivate a friendship with her, because as well as being an individual black woman she also represents the black community as a whole, which would help me enormously in meeting my friends diversity quota with the minimum of effort. That said, I said hello to her in the street the other day and I don’t think she recognised me.
            
 
            *  Again, here I would stave off the psychotic boredom of doing this show for months on end by always changing the   love-letter location, but the trick was to   find somewhere suitably obscure that would   delight an audience by its apparent oddness, but at the same time ring enough bells to get laughs. I suppose   that’s a trick many of us employ throughout   our stand-up – trying to employ a reference   or a structural device that’s just close enough to the edge of comprehensibility to make the audience feel   flattered, whilst at the same time not doing   something so arcane that it deliberately freezes   out the majority of the room.
            
 * Again, who  could object, here in  Glasgow, to a man familiar with specific  technical terms for specific Scottish   Iron Age archaeological structures in the   Hebrides? The exact purpose of  these ring-shaped stone   structures is not  clear, but the Broch of Gurness, in Orkney, is  particularly beautiful, and Clickimin Broch in   Lerwick is one of the few real attractions   of Shetland, where my  wife Bridget and I erroneously   spent our  honeymoon in December 2006.
         
 
          
         So … Now … So, er … Wow, Braveheart, our national hero, was gay. And when – you know – when I was talking about this in Edinburgh in the summer, people were going, ‘Well, why didn’t we know about that, you know? Why …?’ And the reason is ’cause the graffiti and the letters were written in Gaelic, so it wasn’t translated. And people are going, ‘Well, why wasn’t it translated? That’s just the ancient language of our nation, of the Scots. Why wasn’t it translated?’ Well, it wasn’t. What Gaelic actually was, was a very kind of highly evolved form of medieval Scottish homosexual patois. And the clue’s in the name if you look at it, right. Gae-lich. That means ‘gae’ – homosexual, gay – and then ‘lich’ is language or tongue. So Gaelic is literally the language of gays.
         
 
         And … you know … I was booed off at the Assembly Rooms for saying this in Edinburgh. But it’s true. And I don’t think it’s … I think it’s really great that, that our national hero, er, William Wallace, was gay. Because Scotland’s always been a much more progressive, liberally minded kind of a nation that’s not afraid to show its feminine side.* And I think that, um, compared to England, which is a very backward kind of bigoted place. And I think that it’s really good that as we enter the twenty-first century, one of your national folk heroes can embody a kind of progressive notion of sexual identity. I think that’s a really brilliant thing. And I wish that some of the English, er, folk heroes, like, er, King Alfred or, or Robin Hood or King Arthur had, had been gay. But … but they weren’t. And … it’s only William Wallace, Braveheart, the  Scottish one, that definitely was gay.*
         
 
         
            * Again, this would get derisory laughter from the Scots, and yet at the same time, they were confused as to their correct response. Shouldn’t they be pleased that I am saying their land is liberally minded and progressive? I love the confusion of a room that doesn’t know how it’s supposed to respond. I’d rather the punters scattered like startled birds, flying off into all different directions, than all in one direction, waving their Union Jacks and cheering.
            
 
            * I don’t think it’s funny in and  of itself to suggest that Braveheart was  gay. My point here is that Mel Gibson, and to  be honest many small-minded nationalists,  are usually engaged in  quite macho mythologising  of notions of  nationhood, of which Gibson’s ugly and   homophobic movie is just one example. So therefore it’s funny to turn this on its head, and also to complicate   things by appearing to praise the Scottish   folk hero for his assumed homosexuality,   taking the gamble that while my audience might feel a little insulted by this, their usually impeccable liberal   mindsets won’t let them attack the routine   in terms that could be misconstrued as politically   incorrect. When I played this routine to Scottish audiences that hadn’t specifically come to see me,   such as on a mixed bill at the Edinburgh   Assembly Rooms late show in August 2005, they   were not slow to boo me off and threaten me for saying that their national hero was gay. You see, this is the   problem with David Baddiel and Frank  Skinner  having opened up the exclusive club of Alternative   Comedy to football fans – suddenly you can’t assume that  the audience is just weedy liberals.
            

         
 
          
         And of course another …
 
         
            AUDIENCE MEMBER: Robin Hood, surely.
            
 
            Sorry?
 
            AUDIENCE MEMBER: Robin Hood, surely.
            
 
            Someone, er, said that Robin Hood was, surely …
 
            AUDIENCE MEMBER: Men in tights.
            

         
 
         And someone there saying ‘Men in tights’. But of course the ‘men in tights’ addition to the Robin Hood legend was made in the nineteen-eighties by Mel Brooks. The, er, facility to make those kind of tights didn’t exist in medieval England. If it had have done, maybe they would have worn them. I’m sure that a thin denier tight is, er, an ideal garment for medieval combat, offering as it does no protection whatsoever to the human leg.*
         
 
         
            * This was off the top of my head, in response to the heckle, but one of the advantages of having stolen, as a  younger man, the slow and ponderous delivery  of Ted Chippington, Arnold Brown and Norman  Lovett is that, compared to the average comic, I get extra thinking time between each word, and so really  ought to be able to come out with something  at least half-coherent. 
            

         
 
         But … of course the other major inaccuracy of that film was that in the Middle Ages there was no such country as Scotland. Scotland was actually invented, as you all know, in 1911, by the McGowan sweet company as a way of marketing Highland toffee. Because of course, traditionally, we think toffee’s better if it’s manufactured at a high altitude.*
         
 
         
            * I didn’t bother improvising around the theme of Highland toffee if I was south of the border. In Scotland there  might be five minutes in it, but a man has  to know his limitations. Readers of these footnotes  may find this surprising, but I do not think that everything that occurs to me is worth saying. 
            

         
 
         But again, I was making a number of kind of crass generalisations about, about the Scots, about my country there. And I don’t, I don’t believe any of them. Again, I did it for comic effect.
         
 
         But you do meet people who have very fixed notions about other groups of people. I’ll give you an example of what I mean. I got in, er, a cab in, in London in December, and about five minutes into the journey, a propos of nothing, early on a Sunday morning, the cab driver turned round to me and he said, ‘I think all homosexuals should be killed.’*
         
 
         
            * This actually happened to me, in the summer of 1999, as I pulled off the Westway towards BBC TV centre in a car that had been booked by the BBC. If you’re driving someone to the liberal bastion of the BBC, it’s reasonable to assume they won’t think all homosexuals should be killed, and of course there’s always the high statistical chance that your passenger will themselves be gay. Where did the comment spring from? Was there something  on the radio that I didn’t hear, or a  billboard I didn’t see, that provoked it? Also, why  say it at all? Even from a business point of view it can’t make sense for a service-provider to risk causing such  massive offence. Why are cab drivers not  concerned about appearing to fulfil, completely,  their stand-up comedy stereotype? It’s almost as if they enjoy it.
            

         
 
          
         Now, whatever you think of that, Glasgow, as a statement, you have to admit it’s a bold opening conversational gambit. You know, with a stranger. And I was a bit taken aback. I went, ‘Oh, why do you think that?’ And then there was a pause, ’cause he’d obviously never had to go to the next level of the argument, fraternising mainly with cab drivers, so … where that was just accepted as a point. No …*
         
 
         
            * Yes, I am aware that, paradoxically, I am arguing for more humane attitudes towards the gays while at the  same time stereotyping all white,  working-class cab drivers as being ignorant bigots. All  I can say is that there are times in the act when I deliberately move into a kind of persona of a bigoted,  middle-class, über-liberal for comic effect,  but even I am not sure exactly where this character begins  and I end, especially when I find myself behaving like this in my actual life. 
            

         
 
         And he said, ‘Well …’ after a moment, he said, ‘Well, because homosexuality is immoral.’
         
 
         And I said – this is honestly true – I said, ‘Um, I’m not sure how much weight you can afford to place on the notion of morality in this argument, because morality’s not a fixed thing. It changes its parameters, culturally, historically, over time.’ I said, ‘For example, look at ancient Greece. To this day, we still take most of our most fundamental principles about ethics, aesthetics, er, philosophy, medicine, science, whatever from ancient Greece. And yet’, I said, ‘in ancient Greece, love between two men, far from being immoral, was actually considered the highest, most ethical, most profound, if you will, most moral form of love that there could be. So all I’m saying’, I said to him, ‘is I’m not sure how useful morality is, given its flexible nature, as a cornerstone of your argument on this subject.’*
         
 
         
            * I did honestly say something along these lines at this point, but even as I was saying it I passed a point where I  was aware it had been an absurd decision to  try and reason with the man, and so just went  for broke, going on and on and on past the point of no return, enjoying the futility of it. These days I have  utterly lost patience with cab drivers’  nonsense. Last year, on finding out that I was a comedian,  a cab driver started to explain to me how Roy ‘Chubby’ Brown was the best comedian in the world, and  where once I might have agreed politely and  waited for the encounter to end, I just said, ‘He  isn’t, and anyone who likes him must be a moron.’ And that was that. Enough is enough. 
            

         
 
         And then he said to me – this is honestly true – he said to me, ‘Well, you can prove anything with facts, can’t you?’*
         
 
         
            * The cab driver actually said this. I think it is one of the single funniest sentences of all time. Its implications  are endlessly terrifying, and endlessly  hilarious. I wish it had been meant as a joke, but it  wasn’t. 
            

         
 
         For a minute, I went, ‘Yeah.’ And then I thought, ‘Hang on! That’s the most fantastic way of winning an argument I’ve ever heard! “You can … I’m not interested in facts. I find they tend to cloud my judgement. I prefer to rely on instinct and blind prejudice.”’
         
 
         And I came of age, for want of a better phrase, in the, in the nineteen-eighties when we had political correctness.*
         
 
          And people look back at that and they go, ‘Oh, political correctness was shit, wasn’t it? Being fair to  people.’ And I think, ‘Maybe it was good,  ’cause people wouldn’t have said that, and  you wouldn’t have had happen what happened in  May last year, right.’ If you remember, er, Ron Atkinson, the football manager, he got in trouble for  calling a black footballer a lazy, thick  nigger.* Right? And loads of people complained about it, understandably. And then  on May the 17th, Jimmy Hill, the BBC-employed football commentator,  came out in Ron Atkinson’s defence. And he said that,  in his opinion, it was a load of fuss about nothing. He said, ‘What you have to understand’, Jimmy Hill  said in the papers, 17th of May, ‘is that in  the culture of football, calling a black  man a nigger is just a bit of harmless fun.’*
         
 
         
            * The twisting of the idea of ‘political correctness’ into a soft, one-size-fits-all punchbag for the right-wing media and your nan is a personal bugbear of mine which I return to time and time again onstage, most specifically in the 2007 show, 41st Best Stand-Up Ever. In 2008, Edward Stourton published It’s a PC World, which explained everything I ever wanted to say on the subject far more eloquently than I ever could have, and used actual hard statistical facts to back it up. Because no one can imagine a  remotely pro- political correctness book,  Stourton’s balanced account was, tellingly,  misfiled by bookshops in the humour section, alongside Richard Littlejohn’s Hell in a Handcart,  those crappy politically correct fairy tales  books and Al Murray’s Pub Landlord annuals. Pundits  on the Right like to imagine we live in a PC dictatorship, but the fact remains that in a high-street  bookshop it is assumed that any book with PC  in the title must be a hilarious attack on PC, rather  than a book in its defence, because the only time you ever see PC mentioned is when people are complaining  about PC. For money. And usually on the very  publicly funded radio stations that these  dicks believe are involved in a politically correct conspiracy to silence them.
            
 
            * Even when you are using the word  in inverted commas, quoting someone else  unfavourably, there is an electric charge to saying  ‘nigger’ onstage in front of hundreds of people. It feels utterly forbidden and wrong, as one would hope it would.  Lenny Bruce, in his fantastic fifties  routine ‘Are There Any Niggers in Here Tonight?’, argues  that repeated use of the word robs it of its power. I don’t know if this is the case, and it’s certainly  unlikely that this is a motivation that Ron  Atkinson had in mind when using it in this context.  Though in a world where the London Evening Standard has described Russell Brand as ‘the closest thing  we have to Lenny Bruce’, I suppose it’s  possible that Ron Atkinson too may have been using  offensive language and semantic shock tactics to expose our own inner hypocrisy. Or something. Anyway, here’s  hoping he dies face down in a toilet too.
            
 
            * ‘The culture of football’. What a  ludicrous phrase! Listen to yourself,  Hill.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         And I thought, ‘Call me old-fashioned … I mean, I know the culture of football has a very broad definition of harmless fun, broad enough to include carrying out a racial assault and still getting in the England team, er, gang-raping a teenage girl in a London hotel room, and yet perversely allowing Jimmy Hill to carry on living. But surely that can’t be the case.’*
         
 
         
            * I hate football. And anyone that likes it. 
            

         
 
         But Jimmy Hill went on to qualify his statement. He said that in his opinion, calling a black man a nigger was no more offensive than calling him, Jimmy Hill, ‘Chinny’, because he had a big chin.
         
 
         And again, I read that and I thought, ‘Call me a square from the past, but surely the word “nigger” is more offensive than the word “chinny”?’ Because the word ‘nigger’ comes with a whole weight of cultural and historical significance that is not really there for the word ‘chinny’. You know, there are not, um, there are not people standing for election now on the grounds that ‘People with big chins should be sent back to wherever they come from – Chinland probably, I don’t know, I haven’t done any research into it, obviously.’ And there were not vast swathes of humanity historically enslaved on the grounds that they had big chins. If there had been, all popular culture as we know it would be entirely different. There would not be a blues root underpinning all the late-twentieth-century popular music that you love if the Mississippi delta had been populated exclusively by disenfranchised ex-slaves with big chins …
         
 
         
            
               ‘Woke up this morning,
 
               Got a big chin.
 
               It’s not that much of a problem to be honest.
 
               I won’t base an entire musical genre on it.’

            

         
 
         And you don’t hear news reports saying, ‘A man was beaten to death in Hull last night. The violence is thought to be chin-motivated.’ Although in Jimmy Hill’s case I’d be happy to see an exception made. Kill him! Kill Jimmy Hill! But kill him in an ironic way! Break into the Natural History Museum, steal the jawbone of a blue whale, the largest chin currently known to science, and beat Jimmy Hill to death with it, in an example of what sociologists are already calling chin-on-chin violence.
         
 
         But we shouldn’t be surprised, Glasgow, to find out that Jimmy Hill is evil and mad, right, because all people that are involved in the business of football or play football or go and support it or watch it on television, or even know anything about it, are filthy, reactionary scum, right. Er …*
         
 
         
            * It was great fun taking a more or less arbitrary position against a whole bunch of people here, using football fans  to stand for the new, post-Alternative  Comedy consumer, and saying this show isn’t for  you, so go and watch something else. 
            

         
 
         Take Gary Lineker for example, right. Gary Lineker is a twisted, evil man. You’re going, ‘No, he isn’t, Stew. He’s nice. He’s like a velvet owl.’* He isn’t, right? Gary Lineker is evil. Gary Lineker chooses to advertise crisps, right, and with the benefit of early-twenty-first-century  super-science, we now know that crisps,  rather than being a life-giving health food  as we previously thought, make little children fat, and then they die. Right?
         
 
         
            * Each night I would change what Gary Lineker was like, but it usually involved fabric and some kind of living thing. Oddly, ‘velvet owl’, the one that got recorded here, seems the most appropriate that I remember coming up with. If you were to  see Lineker captioned ‘Gary “The Velvet  Owl” Lineker’ on a sports show, you would  probably assume it was a real football nickname. During the 1990 football tournament – I don’t remember if it  was the World Cup or the FA Cup as I don’t  like football – there was a goalkeeper called  Peter Shilton, who my football-fan flatmates randomly christened Peter ‘The Bee’ Shilton. I know nothing  about football, but I did find this funny.
            

         
 
          
         Now, about six years ago, due to a tragic chain of events, I didn’t live anywhere for about four months. I had to sleep on the floor of an office in West London. And I ate mainly … I couldn’t cook anything, so I ate mainly crisps from the garage. And during that period, I put on about four stone. And someone said to me, ‘Do you not know that a single packet of crisps contains your full daily allowance of saturated fats?’ And I just thought that represented good value.* It was Gary Lineker looking out for me. I trusted his velvet-owl face to look after me. And …
         
 
         
            * My former manager’s personal trainer said this to me during a period when he was tasked to try and save my fat life, but my understanding of health issues was so low that I didn’t immediately realise he considered the concentrated and convenient presence of the full daily allowance of saturated fats to be a bad thing. I just thought the crisps meant that all the saturated fats we needed were being delivered in a handy condensed form. Subsequently, I went running three times a week for five years, until my knees gave in, but went through a brief period of actual genuine fitness around 2005/6. That said, periodic bouts of the stomach illness that inspired the ’90s Comedian set, coupled with months on the road eating Ginsters and drinking, have conspired to give me the fluctuating weight that means hostile posters on internet message boards are unable to decide if I am merely tubby  or actually obese. As I write this, in 2010,  I am approaching the weight where I will soon  need to lose it, or change my act into one of those ‘a cheery fat man looks at the world’-type turns.
            

         
 
          
         But he chooses to advertise crisps. Why does Gary Lineker advertise crisps? He can’t need the money. He’s on television all the time, isn’t he, amusing us. His family run a fresh fruit and vegetable stand in Leicester market, Lineker’s Fresh Fruit and Veg. He could advertise that. He could help save human lives. But instead he chooses to advertise crisps. Why does Gary Lineker advertise crisps? It can only be that Gary Lineker is sexually aroused by the idea of obese children dying.
         
 
         Now … There’s one person clapping over there. Of course, remember, for a comedian, the only thing worse than no one clapping is the sound of one person clapping, ’cause it suggests you’re out on a kind of a limb.*
         
 
         
            * I love the sound of one person clapping, and inevitably use a rejigged version of this line pretty much every  time I am onstage. 
            

         
 
         But to try and find out more about people who like football, I went on your internet, on your World Wide Web. And um … I went on Jimmy Hill’s website, which is real. It’s called, er, jimmyhill. co. uk, and there’s a guestbook there where you the public, that’s you, can leave your opinions. And, er, a bloke called Scott had been on it. Um. And um … I’m not allowed to read out what his actual email address is, but if you go there, you can find it. Erm, so, you know, do that. Anyway, he said … um, Scott says, in the guestbook of Jimmy Hill’s website, he says, ‘I agree with Jimmy’s views that Britain is rapidly becoming no more a land which is populated by genuine British people born here. Please don’t get me wrong,’ writes Scott, ‘I am no Nazi or xenophobe as the pressure groups or government would have you believe. I’m just someone who was born in this country and hates to see it going to pot now.’ And it would be easier to take Scott’s views seriously if he hadn’t spelt the word ‘xenophobe’ Z-E-N-A-P-H-O-B, which of course just means someone who has an irrational hatred of Japanese Buddhism.*
         
 
         
            * I don’t know if I’d do this material now. I am so politically correct these days that picking on someone because  they couldn’t spell properly would seem  wrong. Mocking the uneducated, disenfranchised  white working class for being uneducated probably isn’t the best way to get them to feel less isolated and to  stop being so racist. What is? I don’t know,  but I look back on bits of these routines from  half a decade ago and sometimes I wonder who the person doing them was. 
            

         
 
         But it is easy, Glasgow, right, in the current climate of paranoia to make a kind of race-based error, right. I’ve done it myself. Er, I’ll tell you how it happened. I haven’t been doing this for a few years, and one of the jobs I’ve been doing is working as a kind of arts journalist, writing about stuff. And last year I was really excited, ’cause I, I got to interview Ang Lee, the Taiwanese film director, um, about the Incredible Hulk film that he’d directed.* And I was really excited, ’cause I’ve read the Incredible Hulk comics since I was about, er, six years old and I still read them now. And I will take … To prove that, I will take any question on the Hulk from you now, to prove that.  Any question …
         
 
         
            * I did do this. I did interview Ang Lee on the phone, but due to a bad line, my tinnitus and his accent I was barely able to understand a single word he said, and ended up having to cobble together the feature from nothing. That’s the basis of truth in this story.
            
 
            I have written two record reviews a week and the odd feature for the Sunday Times Culture section since 1995, and during the majority of my multi-award-winning Jerry Springer: The Opera years this was my only dependable source of income, and kept me afloat.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            AUDIENCE MEMBER: What colour is he?
            

         
 
         What colour is he? Have you asked me that because you know that’s … there’s a more complicated answer, than you …
         
 
         
            AUDIENCE MEMBER: Er … no.
            

         
 
         No. OK, well … Bad luck, because he was, er … You want me to say he was green and everyone will go, ‘Aha, that’s funny.’ But actually, for the first, er, six issues of Astound ing Stories in 1960 – there’s a man nodding there, with a T-shirt saying KILL EVERYONE NOW on it, the kind of person who knows these facts – um, for the first six issues, he was of course grey. Of course. Um … But because of the dot-printing thing, the colours all used to run together, so it came out a blur. So they made him green after the sixth issue. And he’s been green [sic] twice since then. Erm … once in a six-issue mini-series written by Jeph Loeb and Tim Sale called Hulk: Gray. He was grey in that. That came out last … year before last. Available in hardback now. And um … he was also grey in the comic strip between about 1989 and ’94, when Peter David was writing it and he made him go in a nutrient bath and that made him grey.
         
 
         I’ve lost you now as well. I’ve beaten you. I’ve beaten you, with your KILL EVERYONE … No, you don’t claim to be an expert but you looked at me with a doubtful face, as if, ‘This is going to get him.’ But look, I know more about the Hulk than you, and I’m older than you. So!
         
 
         No, that’s fine.*
         
 
         
            * I love comics, especially Marvel Comics, and I am not trying to be kitsch or clever when I say that buying a copy of Captain Marvel off a revolving rack full of True Detective magazines and porn in the newsagents opposite the doctors in Shirley in 1973 changed my life, got me reading and made me who I am today. Nor am I trying to be provocative or wilfully offensive when I say that Peter Parker’s mantra ‘With great power comes great responsibility’ means more to me than any religious creed.
            
 
            When I was touring this show, 2004–5, I was still on top of the Hulk to the extent that I could answer pretty much any piece of Hulk trivia thrown at me, although in Melbourne in April 2005 I did get the issue number that Wolverine first appeared in wrong by one digit. I couldn’t do this now. Since I had a son there’s no time to read comics, and then Marvel restructured their continuity with the cross-title civil war plotline of 2006–7 and made it impossible for the casual reader and forty-something father to dip in and out of the stories, as everything was different now. It may not seem important to you that Elektra turned out to have been a Skrull secret agent, but depending on when exactly the substitution was made it would, for example, render rather hollow all the emotional investment I had made in her relationship with Matt Murdoch, aka Daredevil, in my teens and twenties.
            
 
            But doing this routine had a lovely knock-on effect. When the DVD was shown on cable in the middle of the night in 2007, a comic-book artist called Gary Frank saw it, and subsequently drew me into the background of two frames of a fight between Doc Sampson and the She-Hulk in Hulk 106. He even sent me the original artwork for free. In his self-serving, egomaniacal and delightful blog, the comedian Richard Herring portrays his life as a continual succession of moments so superb that the young Richard Herring would not have believed they could ever have happened. Until fairly recently, my life was a succession of moments of which the young me would have been deeply ashamed or infuriated. But being in a Hulk comic would have been beyond my wildest dreams.
            
 
            In the same month as I appeared in Hulk 106, I was asked to go on the radio show of Jonathan Ross, another split personality whose dark side leads him into destructive situations which destroy the lives of all around him. I did it gladly as it was always a great show. Ross is a high-profile comics nerd who once ran his own comics shop, and has made some great documentaries about comics’ creators where he lets the endearing enthusiast in him come to the fore. I took along Hulk 106 to  show him. ‘Thanks for that,’ Ross said,  having perused it, and then put it into a sports bag  beneath his desk full of promo DVDs, games, books, CDs and other stuff given to him that day by people  plugging things or just bribing him. But  that was my only copy of Hulk 106, the issue  with me in it, and I had tried to get spares already but it was sold out. How could I tell Jonathan Ross that when  I offered it to him, it wasn’t for him, it  was just to look at, without highlighting  the embarrassing fact that a man of his status now just naturally assumes that anything put into his hands is  for him to keep? He could have used some of  his £18-million salary to buy his own Hulk  106. It’s £2.50 or something. I bit my lip and let it go, and subsequently the comics nerd and writer Ben Moor  gave me his Hulk 106 in compensation.  For me, this Ross incident is worse than Sachsgate.
            

         
 
          
         So, so I was really excited to, to interview Ang Lee about the Hulk, and um … ’cause he’d made the film. But, but when I interview, I try to make a little joke to put them at ease, you know. So I rang him up. He was in New York, I was in, er, London. And I said to him, ‘Ang Lee, you have directed the Hulk film. You must be very excited and proud. But don’t make me anglee. You wouldn’t like me when I’m anglee.’*
         
 
         
            * I know this isn’t funny. It’s not especially meant to be. I can’t remember when or how I thought of this joke, but I knew immediately there was ten minutes in it. Over the years this has become a routine of mine people always shout out for, but the truth is I could only really perform it on this tour. It was so complicated, and crucial parts of it needed to be so precise in the exact nature of the replication of extremely similar but subtly and importantly different words and phrases, that once it was gone out of my mind it was gone, and I could never remember how I did it again.
            
 
            I suppose this is a perfect example of killing the punchline of the actual joke stone dead in the opening section of the routine, so that no one’s waiting for the pay-off, and then trying to focus the audience on the pleasure  of the language contained within it. It didn’t  always work.
            
 
            Every time I  performed it I had to feel like I was doing it for the first time, like I was actually struggling through  the argument in my head, in real time. I’d  try to forget the exact words of any bits that  didn’t need to be exact, to surprise myself, to try and keep it fresh. I saw the avant-garde guitarist Fred Frith  doing a solo show at the ICA through the  London Musicians’ Collective in about 1993, and  someone was taking flash photos as he embarked on the opening salvos of an hour-long solo improvisation. In  the end he asked them to stop, saying, ‘I’m  trying to forget where I am, but you keep reminding  me.’ In the end, I was no longer able to forget where I was in the Ang Lee routine. I knew every twist and  turn and every blind alley, and there were  no more new paths to explore and it died on  the vine.
            

         
 
          
         Then there was a long, embarrassed pause. And then Ang Lee said, ‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’
         
 
         And I said, ‘I said, Ang Lee … you have … you’ve directed the Hulk film. You must be very excited and proud. But, erm, don’t make me anglee. You wouldn’t like me when I’m anglee.’
         
 
         And there was another kind of silence. And then Ang Lee said, ‘I’m sorry, can you repeat that?’
         
 
         And I said, ‘There’s no need, it was just a stupid joke.’
 
         And he went, ‘No. What did you say?’
 
         And I said … ‘I said, Ang Lee, you’ve directed the Hulk film. You must be very excited and proud. But, erm, don’t make me anglee. You wouldn’t like me when I’m anglee.’
         
 
         And he, he didn’t say anything. And I said, ‘I expect loads of people have made that joke to you.’
         
 
         And he said, ‘No. No one’s ever said it before. Why did you say it? Why?’*
         
 
         
            * This clearly echoes Monty Python’s Mr Smoketoomuch, who, when he gives his name, is informed, ‘You’d better cut down then,’ and then tells his embarrassed interlocutor that no one has ever told that joke to him before. I think I had this  on the Live at Drury Lane  record as a child, which I still probably know off by heart.
            

         
 
          
         And I said, ‘Well, Ang … You know the Hulk film?’
 
         And he went, ‘Yeah.’
 
         I said, ‘Well, in that, Bruce Banner – he’s the Hulk – he says, “Don’t make me angry, you wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.” And your name’s Ang Lee and you directed it. So I said, um, “Don’t make me anglee, you wouldn’t like me when I’m anglee,” um, because “Ang Lee” sounds a bit like “angry”.’
         
 
         And Ang Lee said, ‘No, it doesn’t.’
 
         And I said, ‘Come on, Ang, be fair. “Ang Lee” does sound a bit like “angry”.’
         
 
         And Ang Lee said, ‘No, it doesn’t. “Ang Lee” is a completely different word to “anglee”.’
         
 
         And I said, ‘I’m sorry. Can you repeat that?’
 
         And Ang Lee said, ‘Yes. “Ang Lee” is a completely different word to “anglee”.’
         
 
         And I said, ‘I don’t understand the point you’re trying to make, Ang Lee, because what I’m saying, if you listen, is that “angry” sounds a bit like “Ang Lee”, so if you swap them round, people can see there’s a slight change, there’s some sort of joke there. Ang Lee … what you’re saying is actually the same word as “anglee”. If you swap those two words round, no one would notice the difference. It wouldn’t work. But that’s not what you’re … What you appear to be saying is that “anglee” is a completely different word to “Ang Lee”, but it isn’t. They’re the same thing. I can’t understand … It’s very simple, the joke I made. I can’t understand how you’ve got into this kind of fix. I never …’
         
 
         And then he went, ‘Oh, I get it,’ he said. ‘Is this a joke about me having a Taiwanese accent?’
         
 
          
         And I was mortified. I went, ‘No, it never even occurred to me that you would think that. It’s just a simple thing about the words, the syllables “ry” and “lee”, sounding the same. My own surname is Lee, I’ve had thirty-six years of fun with that syllable. I know what I’m talking about. I can’t see why you would begin to think …’
         
 
         And he went, ‘No! You’re anti-Taiwanese.’
 
         And I went, ‘I’m not. I don’t even know where Taiwan is. I’ve got no interest in it.’ Which made it worse, to be honest.
         
 
         And then he got, he got like a lawyer on from Universal, and I had to … Shouting at me, saying I was anti-Taiwan … I had to get my editor on from the paper to stick up for me … We ended up having this kind of four-way argument. It went on for ages. He was going, ‘You’re anti-Taiwanese,’ he was saying. My editor was going, ‘No, he isn’t, he has no history of anti-Taiwaneseness at all.’ And there was, like, this thing. And then Ang Lee started shouting at me about it. And I went, ‘Well, I can’t see what your problem is. Why don’t you just listen to the joke? It’s obvious.’
         
 
         And then in the end he went, ‘Don’t make me anglee, you wouldn’t like me when I’m anglee!’
         
 
         And I said, ‘You’ve proved my point, you fucking Taiwanese idiot!’
         
 
         He said, ‘Don’t call me that!’ He got another bloke, an adviser. I had to get someone else on, the publisher. There’s like a six-way, two-hour debate going on. In the end, we argued for so long that Ang Lee missed his 2.30 dentist’s appointment.*
         
 
         
            * What time does the Chinese man go to the dentist? 2.30 (Tooth hurty). For me, the joke here is to dare to offer this seventies Beano joke up as the conclusion to all that has gone before.
            

         
 
          
         That’s the time he goes to the dentist, Glasgow! Don’t let him tell you any different. He doesn’t even need to write it down. They offer him an appointment card, he rejects it. He says, ‘I’ll remember it by thinking about my own pain.’*
         
 
         
            * The subtext here is that the Chinese man in the 2.30 joke thinks the thoughts in his own head in English, in a bad  Chinese accent, and that for him, this bad  accent echoes the time of his appointment. I  thought about elaborating on this live but it would, I think, have been adding insult to injury. That said, one  of the things I love about proper jokes are  mad assumptions of this nature: for example,  the implication here that a Chinese man thinks in English in a Chinese accent and presumably because of that  books his appointment at 2.30 as an  aide-memoire.
            

         
 
          
 
         I’m going to shout out some questions now. I need you to answer loudly to them. The answer to most of them is yes.* OK, one, two, three. Who likes alcohol?
         
 
         
            * The sudden lurch into this Ben Elton bit is clumsy and clanking, but I found if I approached it with enough verve and gusto no one would notice, and often the change of pace out of the Ang Lee epic was welcome and necessary. It’s also interesting to me, looking back at this now, that lurches between subject material like this aren’t present in any of the stand-up shows I’ve written since, which all have either a narrative or a conceptual through-line, or ideally both. Stand-Up Comedian was cobbled together from material run in clubs in the nineties, which I toyed with at the odd benefit during my retirement, and stuff I wrote specially for it. Since then I have always written stand-up with its position in a full-length show in mind. The flip side of this is I have almost nothing left that stands alone, that I can do in benefits or little ten-or twenty-minute slots. Everything I write now is tied into these epic shows full of callbacks and cross-references or supporting shifts of mood or emotional gambits that induce sympathy to justify me being a patronising horrible arse later on, and so I end up falling back on bits I wrote often over twenty years ago. The head of BBC2 recently asked me about hosting a stand-up show for the channel, doing little bits in-between other acts. But I am no longer fit for purpose.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Louder! Who likes sweets?
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes cream cakes?
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes their favourite food, whatever it is?
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes Ben Elton? Oh, it’s no one.
 
            OK, here’s another one. Who likes, er, who likes, er, The Simpsons?
            
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes Spider-Man?
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes their favourite fictional character from their own childhood?
            
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes their own beloved mother?
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes Ben Elton? Oh, it’s no one again.
 
            OK, here’s another one. Who likes snowflakes?
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes sunshine?
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            
 
            Who likes the universal concept of eternal peace and happiness?
            
 
            AUDIENCE: Yes!
            

         
 
         Who likes Osama bin Laden? Yeah! Who likes Ben Elton? Oh, it’s no one again.*
         
 
         
            * I would change the exact detail of these questions every night, but it was always fairly easy to get the crowd to do what I wanted, namely to cheer Osama bin Laden and offer up nothing for Ben Elton, simply by varying the pitch and velocity of the sentences. And yet we still wonder how Hitler succeeded.
            

         
 
          
         It’s fucking weird, it’s weird. That is weird, ’cause I must have done that thirty or forty times, right, and every time, without any element of manipulation, more people like Osama bin Laden, a multiple murderer, than Ben Elton. I think why, why would more people like Osama bin Laden than Ben Elton? And I think it’s ’cause when you compare the two of them, compared to Ben Elton, Osama bin Laden has at least lived his life to a consistent set of ethical principles. ’Cause … Yeah, clap, let him hear you. So, er …
         
 
         ’Cause people hate Ben Elton, and every now and again a journalist has the courage to ask him why this is. I’ve seen it happen twice in print and once on Parkinson. Parkinson said to him, he said to Ben Elton, ‘Ben Elton, why do you think everyone hates you?’ And Ben Elton said – he did – and Ben Elton said, ‘Well, Michael, it’s ’cause in this country, people don’t like success.’ But he was wrong about that. The real answer is much more simple. It’s just that in this country, people don’t like Ben Elton.*
         
 
         
            * Why don’t people like Ben  Elton? Admittedly, I was writing this material  in the light of seeing Elton’s Queen musical We Will Rock You. I was obliged to see it  professionally, as the director of another musical,  Jerry Springer: The Opera, but I found it profoundly depressing, even as an example of the largely  futile genre of musical theatre (see  Appendix I). It made me despair of humanity, but having  seen it, Ben Elton’s Queen musical is one of those things you can’t unsee, like animal pornography or some  especially horrible vomit in a gutter, and  it haunts you for days, every time you close your  eyes. There’s bad art, and then there’s corrupt art, dishonest art, art that lies and is made with nothing  but contempt for its audience; We Will  Rock You is all those. It is currently celebrating its eighth year in the West End. A film adaptation is  in pre-production and a sequel is on the  way.
            
 
            I think the nature of  my despair in Ben Elton is also generationally specific. Unless you can  remember comedy before the Alternative  Comedy boom of 1979/80, when for  many people it seemed like no one was  writing comedy that was relevant to them in  any way, you probably can’t imagine how much Ben Elton, The Young Ones, Alexei Sayle and co. meant. Of  course, all of them have on some level  betrayed the principles they espoused, or else the hopes   that we plastered onto them, in the last thirty years. It’s inevitable. Political and artistic ideals wither in  the face of real-world choices. But few of  Alternative Comedy’s first wave have sold out with   such spectacular glee and disregard for what they once stood for as Ben Elton, to the point where even watching  his old material now he just seems like an  opportunistic charlatan, working the system.   Find the YouTube clip of Ben introducing the brilliant Kevin McAleer on Saturday Live in the  mid-eighties and look how carefully the  slippery snake chooses his words to disassociate himself from the risk of McAleer’s brilliantly bizarre  performance failing. 
            

         
 
         And they don’t hate him through the kind of conduit of the notion of success. They hate him entirely on his own terms, because of who he is and the bad things that he’s done. And I think if you’re my age, you can kind of understand why it is. ’Cause if you’re, if you’re over thirty-five, you’ll remember before Alternative Comedy, when you’d watch comedians, and it had no kind of relevance to you and you didn’t understand what they were talking about and who they were. And then The Young Ones came along, and all that, with Ben Elton, and you thought, ‘At last, something for us.’*
         
 
         
            * This idea that a writer-performer would only criticise another because they are jealous of them is extremely irritating. In the last few years, I have been accused of being jealous of Ben Elton, Chris Moyles, Richard Hammond, Adrian Chiles … the list goes on and on, and no one on it is a source of jealousy for me. I have written material making fun of them because I dislike what they stand for, or what they are perceived to embody, or because they don’t really stand for anything and so it’s funny to be so furious with, or about, them. That said, I wouldn’t do ten minutes on hating Ben Elton today. When I wrote this, I was at a low ebb; I hadn’t  been getting audiences or good reviews. So  there was almost something heroic about a  pesky little outsider cocking his leg on the emperor’s naked ankle. Six years later, Ben Elton has little critical  standing left, but remains enormously  wealthy and successful. Six years later, I have no obvious future, my DVDs sell poorly, the money for  this book is less than Ben Elton makes from  one night of We Will Rock You, but, wrongly  or rightly, I’m accepted as a fixture of the fringes of the comedy establishment and there’d be nothing heroic  today about me having a go at someone as  obviously in slow creative decline as Ben  Elton. The balance is all wrong.
            

         
 
          
         Then, of course, over the years, Ben Elton’s changed. He’s worked with Queen, who were one of the British bands that broke the, er, cultural embargo on South Africa under apartheid.* He’s worked with Andrew Lloyd Webber, who’s worse than that. And, er … And a song that they co-wrote was performed at the inauguration of George Bush. And when questioned about it, Ben Elton said he didn’t see it so much as a celebration of George Bush as a celebration of the President of the United States of America. But of course, they’re the same thing. That’s why that argument doesn’t work.
         
 
         
            * Of all the bands for Elton to work with he chooses the apartheid embargo-busters Queen, and then decides to impose  onto their unwieldy frame the notion that  they represent a political revolt. You couldn’t  make it up, as Richard Littlejohn will say later in this book. 
            

         
 
         But the problem is he’s kind of been compromised by proximity to, to success. And, and if you think about it, all the great comedians are kind of outsider figures, commenting on society from outside. Kind of holy fools, shaman clowns, outsiders. Spike Milligan was able to remain an outsider by virtue of having long-term mental-illness problems. Um … Bill Hicks has been able to remain an outsider because he died of cancer at the age of thirty-two. Michael Barrymore has been able to remain an outsider by becoming the subject of a murder investigation after a man was found dead in his pool. I admire Barrymore’s commitment to this abstract notion of the outsider shaman-clown figure. And I think it’s good … I think it’s great to be on this late at night in Glasgow talking about this idea. But um …
         
 
         But lately I have more sympathy for what we in the trade call Elton’s compromise. And … ’Cause … In the last few years I, I directed a, a show and it was, it was kind of a hit in the West End. And I had to meet loads of famous people on, on press nights and, um, and opening nights. I met, er, Bonnie Langford. Yeah. I met her twice. I met, er, the tall one from the Three Degrees, Sheila … something, her name is. And one night, I found myself shaking hands before I realised who it was, with Michael Portillo, right? I looked up. I thought it was the little wooden goblin from the Cuprinol advert. But it was Michael Portillo, someone whose policies I had marched against as a student, or would have done if I hadn’t been drunk. But theoretically …*
         
 
         
            * The years pass. This meeting with Portillo was in 2003. Since then I’ve been on various TV shows with him and he  seems nice enough. There are worse people,  many of them members of the Labour Party.  But again here, and throughout the Ben Elton-bashing bit, I am sort of in character as a smug, stuck-up,  politically correct, holier than thou  leftie, a character I have researched so fully I often feel obliged actually to behave like it in my own  spare time, sometimes for years on end. 
            

         
 
         There was worse to come than Portillo. On June the 16th last year, I heard a rumour that Cherie Blair was going to come and see the show, right? And I thought, ‘Well, I hope that’s not the case.’ You know, I don’t want to have to meet her. ’Cause I’m one of two million Britons that marchedagainst her husband’s war. I think it’s unethical. I think it’s going to come back and bite us in the arse and we’ll be in trouble about it for decades, once the dust settles. And I, I don’t want to have to be like some E-list celebrity New Labour apologist. I don’t want to meet her, no way.
         
 
         And then the next day, the woman from the public-relations company for the show rang me up. And she said, ‘I’ve got some great news, Cherie Blair is coming to see the show, and she wants to meet the cast and the creative team afterwards.’*
         
 
         
            * This is another true story. On the rare occasions when I have been involved with anything that famous people  want to come to, it does genuinely amaze me  that the supporting PR people think you will  want to meet them, especially when meeting them, as is the case with Cherie Blair, has political or ethical  dimensions. 
            

         
 
         And I went, ‘I’m sorry. I can’t do it. I’ve got … This is where I draw a line. You know. You d–,’ I said. ‘You don’t even want me in the building. If I’m there, I’m going to get kind of political Tourette’s syndrome and just do something like fly an anti-war banner off the stage, or make a speech at the end, or just do something to Cherie Blair that’ll wipe that … whatever that is … on her face. You know, make it go.’
         
 
         And she said, ‘Well, that’s a shame, because … Does this change your mind?’ she said. ‘She’s not coming on her own. She’s coming with her guest, who is the president of Scope, the Spastics Society.’ Right, and this honestly happened. I was put in this weird position where you want to make some ineffectual gesture against Cherie Blair, but you don’t want to snub a person from a worthwhile charity, Scope. You know, so …*
         
 
         
            * Modern dilemmas. By snubbing the warmonger’s wife I would also be snubbing the Scope woman. And yes, I know the Spastics Society is now called Scope, and that they frown on the use of the word ‘spastic’, but I needed to use it here to give the  moral choice involved more weight, to really  hammer home what Scope is all about.
            

         
 
          
         I thought, ‘Well, I know what I’ll do. I’ll go down, and after the show I’ll say to Cherie Blair, “I hope you’re happy, Cherie. I hope when you look across at Tony every morning, you think of all those thousands of people killed in his war, and I hope you’re happy when you think of all those little kids in Baghdad and Basra with their arms and legs blown off, maimed, crippled for life.” Then I’ll turn to the woman from Scope, and I’ll go, “Maybe you can have a rummage around in one of your charity shops. See if you can find them some cardigans.”’*
         
 
         
            * This often didn’t get a laugh. I don’t really understand why. It’s black humour, but it’s not against the Scope  beneficiaries or the victims of war. 
            

         
 
         But in the end, I didn’t do that. What I did was, I said that I would go, and then I just didn’t. Yeah.*
         
 
         
            * I just didn’t go. Hurrah for me. 
            

         
 
         But … We’re back talking about the war again. Last, last bit. And er … Like I say, there’s this kind of assumption I think from us here in Europe, where we look at, particularly in Britain, where we look at America’s hysterical reaction to the 9th of November, and we think, ‘Well, you know, that wouldn’t happen here. We wouldn’t do that, ’cause we’re reasonable, sensible people here in Britain.’ But we don’t have to look very far back in our own cultural history to see an example of us losing the plot as a, as a nation. And I’m talking of course about the death of Princess Diana, the late Princess of Wales.* It was in the news again last summer because of the Princess Diana Memorial Fountain, which you’ll remember was a rubbish fountain. And  fulfilled very few of the job-description  criteria of fountains.
         
 
         
            * Going over this show again it does seem like a bit of a ragbag of unrelated stuff. This must be the most contrived segue of the lot, as I limp into the Princess Diana routine, which I initially wrote in 1997, having elaborated on it over the years but never performing in a solo stand-up show. The new Princess Diana  fountain was in the news, which was  sufficient excuse to shoehorn it in.
            

         
 
          
         But it’s ongoing, it’s ongoing. The story never goes away.* I remember when she died, um, ’cause about two days before the state funeral, I went down to Kensington Palace where Princess Diana had lived to, to look at all the tributes left outside, you know. And in amongst all the bunches of flowers and sympathy cards, and poems little kids had written, and drawings and paintings people had done, whatever … in amongst all that, I honestly saw, and this is true, I saw a life-size inflatable model of E. T.* It was honestly there, outside Kensington Palace, two days before the state funeral. And I stood there looking at the inflatable E. T. for some forty or fifty minutes. And I thought to myself, ‘How did that get there? Who would have thought that that was an appropriate gesture?’
         
 
         
            * I am saying this as if to convince both myself and the audience that it is fine to do this routine about someone  who has been dead now for the best part of a  decade.
            
 
            * I did not do this. I watched it  on TV. Phelim O’Neil, a friend of my then  girlfriend who is now a film critic, told  me he saw an E. T. in the flowers. 
            

         
 
         And I imagined a household somewhere on that awful autumn Sunday morning, where perhaps the wife had woken up first, and she’d watched the news and she went through to her still-sleeping husband, and she said …*
         
 
         
            * This was the first routine I ever wrote, I think, where I began to stretch the silences, the lack of laughs, the tension, to the point where I’d be worried about ever winning back the room. Since doing this routine a lot in the late nineties, and on the 2004/5 Stand-Up Comedian tour,  it now seems easily manageable. There’s always  a clear end in sight, and lots of little handrails to grab onto in the midst of all the uncertainty, but at the  time it felt like a nightly leap into the  void, acting out the grief of the people in the story  to the silent onlookers. Today, I’d go much further away from the shallow end.
            
 
            I used to like doing this bit in theatres and bigger  venues where there was a stage, so I could  roll around the lip in imagined woe here,  and even allow myself to fall a few feet on hearing the tragic news if the drop didn’t look too great to risk,  though I remember hurting myself quite badly  dropping off the stage of the Hi-Fi club in  Melbourne in 2000. Today, I love counter-weighting the apparent measured monotony of my routines with sudden  bursts of possible physical jeopardy, and  on the If You Prefer a Milder Comedian tour  of 2009/10 I found myself in loads of nineteenth-century theatres full of ledges and empty audience boxes I  could drape myself out of during moments of  feigned mental collapse, to the distress of  the panicked ushers.
            

         
 
          
         ‘Please. Please wake u– … I need you to wake up and be with me now. There’s been a t– … Some terrible news. I need you to get up, come in the front room and watch it on the television with me, ’cause I can’t be alone. So please wake up.’
         
 
         But you know, he’s asleep, he’s asleep. He’s going …
 
         [lying down, as though half-awake]
         
 
         ‘What? It’s fucking … It’s half past six on a Sunday morning. I am asleep. I know I’m speaking but I am asleep. I don’t want to get up. I’m asleep. So … just … I know you’re upset but just say what it is. What is it?’
         
 
         And she’d have gone …
 
         [stands up]
         
 
         ‘Please. If you … If you love me, just this one time, just get up. And … Because it’s an awful thing and I need … I can’t be alone. I need someone to comfort me and share. Just … please. Get up.’
         
 
          
         [lying down]
         
 
         And he’d have gone …
 
         ‘Look, I was out late last night. I’ve got, I’ve got work at seven … tomorrow. This is my … this is my one day for sleeping in. I don’t want to get up till about half past eleven, to be honest. And even then I’m not going to get dressed. I’m just going to be, like, in my pants and stuff, just sitting around. I kind of … I don’t know what you … If you were just to say what it is … You know … What is it?’
         
 
         [stands up]
         
 
         She’d have gone …
 
         ‘Princess Diana, Lady Di, has … she … has been killed.’
 
         [lying down]
         
 
         And he’d have gone …
 
         ‘No! [pounding fist on floor] Not the Queen of Hearts! The Rose of England … and Scotland, and Wales, and bits of Ireland, no! How did it … There’s no God! How did it … why? How did it happen?’*
         
 
         
            * There’s another Lee and Herring echo here, as we would often write characters whose dialogue consisted mainly  of them shouting ‘Why?’ 
            

         
 
         [standing up]
         
 
         And she’d have gone …
 
         ‘It was in a car crash in Paris last night. They don’t know the exact details yet. But she’s dead.’
         
 
         So presumably at that point, he’d have got up, got out of bed, tried to get dressed, you know, get some kind of grip on his emotions and his feelings. Calm down his grief. And then he’d have said …
         
 
         ‘I’d better go out and get a life-size inflatable model of E.T.You know, for the gates of her home.’
         
 
         And his wife would have said …
 
          
         ‘Yes. But you’d better hurry, ’cause there’ll be a rush on those now. We don’t want to be the only people not putting one there.’
         
 
         And I was talking about this onstage in Croydon at the time it happened, and a bloke shouted out, ‘I was there! And I saw that! And it wasn’t a life-size inflatable model of E. T., it was a life-size inflatable model of ALF!’*
         
 
         
            * This actually happened. I think one of the things I have consciously copied from Greg Fleet is to embrace  talking in a routine about times that  routine hasn’t worked, and I think there’s a direct relationship  here to his bit about accidentally doing a routine about shark attacks to an audience that includes a  couple who lost their son to a shark. We’re  comedians. Why do we pretend to be like you and  do routines about everyday life? This is my everyday life, being heckled about an inflatable alien in Croydon, so I  will talk about it, and it will be  fascinating to you, because it is so different to your everyday life. Yes. You. In your suit and tie. 
            

         
 
         I didn’t even know what an ALF was, I had to ask him. He said, ‘Oh, it’s an American kids’ TV thing. It’s an alien – A-L-F, Alien Life Form. It’s like a cross between a pig and an aardvark, from space. And it sometimes wears a nappy, and it says kind of wise-ass things.’ And he said he’d seen one of those there. I didn’t see an ALF outside Kensington Palace, before the … And I’m not saying there wasn’t one there, maybe there was at some stage. But by the time I arrived, it had got covered up under flowers or carried away on a river of infants’ tears. I don’t know, I didn’t see it.*
         
 
         
            * Sometimes people complained to me about this routine after shows, but very rarely, and I could usually defuse the situation by showing how it was about the public response to the princess’s death, and not simply personal mockery of her. But once, at the club on The Tattershall Castle boat on the River Thames, a woman came up to me crying about it, and I began my usual explanation. She stopped me and said she was upset because an AIDS ward named after her father had been renamed after Princess Diana when she died, and she was just sick of hearing  about her everywhere. It’s impossible to  guess what will upset people.
            

         
 
          
         It never goes away, it’s back in the news now, the Princess Diana Memorial Fountain.* Last year, people went, ‘Oh, it’s great, it’s, it’s what she would have wanted. It’s a place where families can hang out, children can play. It’s what Princess Diana would have wanted.’ It isn’t. What Princess Diana would have wanted would have been to have not been killed. And then in death, not to have become the unwitting receptacle of the hysterical, overemotional, shrieking grief of twats. That’s what she would have wanted.*
         
 
         
            * How convenient for me.
            
 
            * The material from here on in isn’t really a good enough end to a show, but as the show didn’t appear to me at the  time to have a definite theme or  through-line, it was hard to know how to end it. So I do what you’ll see most comics do, when you watch  the hour-long DVD of the unrelated series of  gags they’re touring off the back of a  regular slot on a TV quiz show – I speed up and shout to give the impression that some kind of conclusion is being  reached and then quit the stage on a roll,  hopefully before anyone realises that choosing  the material to close on was a largely arbitrary decision.
            
 
            But in retrospect, the show did have a theme: extraordinary popular delusions and the madness of crowds. It  was all there in undercurrents, but I never  realised. One simple sentence could have  tied everything together. But you can’t go back. 
            

         
 
         It didn’t even work! It didn’t even work, Glasgow! Children were supposed to be able to play in it. They kept falling over, breaking their arms and legs. They made it out of slate, or sheets of ice, or something. They were getting dogshit-eye-blindness disease from the water. In the end, they had to close it down, fence it off, put warning signs on it like a decommissioned Chernobyl nuclear reactor. ‘Don’t go near the Princess Diana Memorial Fountain! It’s dangerous! Don’t even look at it! You’ll get cancer and die! Run away!’
         
 
         But it’s ridiculous. There should be a memorial to her, there should be a memorial to her, because she did some amazing things. She worked, worked with charity and landmines. And she got one GCSE in domestic science. And to achieve that, and only that, when born into such a position of privilege and wealth, requires a steely determination of focus. You’ve got to know from an early age that you want to achieve next to nothing, and work hard at it, when all the odds are in your favour.*
         
 
         
            * Irony. 
            

         
 
         And that’s why there should be a memorial to her, the People’s Princess, right. That’s why I’m going to make my own, I’m going to make my own memorial fountain to the Princess Diana Memorial Fountain. It’s going to be called the Princess Diana Memorial Fountain Memorial Fountain Fountain. But it’s not going to be some state-approved, Viscount Althorp-subsidised architectural carbuncle. It’s going to be simple, like she would have wanted. It’s going to be me, lying on my back in Hyde Park, near the Princess Diana Memorial Fountain, naked, with a colander over my penis. Every hour, on the hour, I’ll piss up through that. Children can come and play in it if they want, families can gather round, I don’t mind. You can do it yourselves, Glasgow, do it yourselves. You don’t even need a colander. That’s gilding the lily, to be honest. Just do a piss anywhere you want. In the street, in your house, in a library, in an antenatal unit, in the face of a treasured family pet or an elderly relative.
         
 
         And if a policeman says to you, ‘What are you doing? What on earth do you think you’re doing … madam?’ just say, ‘I’m paying tribute in the only way I understand to the memory of Princess Diana, Princess of Wales.’*
         
 
         
            * Is this an end? No. Pathetic. 
            

         
 
         I’ve been Stewart Lee. Thanks a lot for bearing with us tonight, thank you. Thank you very much. Thank you.
         
 
         Now go.
 
         
            *

         
 
         EXIT MUSIC: ‘QUEEN OF THE WORLD’ BY LLOYD AND CLAUDETTE.*
         
 
         
            * I chose this jaunty blue-beat number because it seems, subliminally, to tie in with Princess Diana. And because I liked dancing around to it backstage.
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  


End of sample
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