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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU HOLD
AMIRROR UP TO SEVEN COMEDIANS?
PTSAT DOWN WITH SOME WELL-KNOWN
WITS TO EXPLORE THE DROLL—AND THE
WEIGHTY—ELEMENTS OF THEIR CRAFT.
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nalyzing humor is like iecing

frog,” said E.B. White. “Few people are interested
and the frog dies.” Sure enough, humor, that most
ineffable of human art forms, has long eluded the
efforts of psychologists to describe it. So we turned
tothereal experts—comedians, actors, and satirists.
Our round table consisted of Todd Hanson, editor-
in-chief of The Onion; Bob Mankoff, cartoon editor
of The New Yorker; The Daily Show’s Kristen Schaal;

MADtv’s Arden Myrin; Sam Lipsyte, author of Home Land; comedian Eugene Mirman
(who, along with Schaal, appears on Flight of the Conchords); and comedian Heather
Lawless. Since they’re the ones on the frontlines making people laugh, we knew they’d
be able to shed light on when jokes go too far, whether men like funny women, and that
great existential stumper, the knock knock joke. —Jay Dixit

We want to keep this informal...
Mankoff: Can we keep it totally formal?
Mirman: We should probably use Robert’s
Rules of Order.

Hanson:Idon’tbelieve any scholarly con-
versation canreasonably be held ifit’snot
in Latin. I mean it’s for Psychology Today,
let’s try to keep it classy.

Mirman: Alright, the psychology of humor!
We’re aboutto talk about power, struggle,
our childhoods—with comedy, or what T
like to call “the power of the tease.”

Let’s start with something that’s

not funny at all but quite sad: the
death of George Carlin. How did he
influence you?

Mirman: Never heard of him. (Laughter.)
He influenced the canon of standup and
shaped what it became and what was
acceptable. He took it from vaudeville, Bob
Hopey jokey jokes and made it personal
and importantand an art.

Mankoff: Like New Yorker cartoons, Car-
lin’s whole point was to use humor to com-
municate something besides making the
person laugh. The things we’ve laughed
at hardest in our lives are not the jokes at
all. He was a thinking comedian.
Hanson: Carlin was part of agiant shiftin
the culture. He was 30 when he started
droppingacid and turninginto the Hippy
Dippy Weatherman. Before that,he wasa
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straight comic. There isn’t really a coun-
terculture now. But on the other hand, in
the mainstream, there is nothing that’s
considered out of bounds.

Myrin: We have such a crazy censor on
MADtv that it’s very arbitrary what you
canor can’tsay. So the writers write entire
sketches with made-up names for penis
and vagina, like “gooch hole” and
“twazzer.” But the censors still won’t let
them use them because of the context, so
they getinbattles.

Mankoff: I think what you’re getting to is
what psychologists call script opposition.
So if there’s a doctor saying, “You’ll be
awake during the entire operation; the
anesthesiologistis onvacation.” The script
opposition is that we expect the doctor
to be solicitous. The weird thingisit’s a
surprise you expect. When they do exper-
iments, they find the more predictable
jokes are the ones that are funny.
Lipsyte: I once heard someone describeit
asarubber band being stretched.

Myrin: I like seeingwhatyou can getaway
with with a smile. The sweeter, more
pleasant you can be—and then say some-
thing horrifying.

Hanson: You don’t have to be a primatol-
ogist to figure out there’s a connection
between the startle reaction and making
people laugh. For me, the funniest things
are always the most horrifying, and then
figuring out a way to process that in your
mind so you can laugh.

Schaal: And also playing it real and sin-
cerely and not at all winking,

Mankoff: It all occursin the context of play.
When we’re playing, we enjoy things that
are normally offensive and repulsive tous.

-

gratification of the laugh.

people think ’'m funny or
whether they think | suck.”
—Kristen Schaal

-

“l don’t need that immediate

I’'m just detached from whether

What is it about vulgarity that’s
funny?

Hanson: George Carlinsaysthere’snosuch
thingasshockhumor. Shockisjustanoth-
erword for surprise, and allhumorisbased
onsurprise, or having the person off-guard.
Schaal: I thinkit’samatter of taste: Maybe
you love Andrew Dice Clay, or maybe
you don’t.

Hanson: I do love Andrew Dice Clay, but
only because I hate women.
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“When you think rationally, it’s
Aornot A, it’s this or it’s that. But in
comedy, it’s always both things. Think of
a cartoon with a guy on the phone
saying, ‘Thursday’s out. How about
never? Is never good for you?’ It’s both
rude and polite. The syntax is polite,

the message is rude.”
—Bob Mankoff

Say I can have a cartoon where it’s a gal-
lowsand there’s steps—and then there’sa
ramp for the handicapped. It’s play. You
can have a guy getting executed with a
guillotine and the guy has the two bas-
kets and he’s saying, “Paper or plastic?”
That actual scene wouldn’t be funny.
Mirman: I thinkitactuallywould be funny.
Schaal: I want plastic.

We’re talking about humor coming
from surprise, but isn’t it also the
recognition of the familiar?

Schaal: But you start with recognition.
Lawless: There’sadegree of precarious-
ness.

Mankoff: There’s adegree of unexpected-
ness and conjoining two things that peo-
ple haven’texpected. IfIdo a cartoon and
say toyou, “OK, here’sheaven. Make some-
thing up about it—conjoin it with an air-
port.” You'll start to come up with jokes.
What are the parallels? You go into heav-
en, maybe there’s security. Maybe it’s a
nightclub—there’s a guy out front, guard-
ingtheropes. Maybeit’sthe U.S.and there
areillegal angels crawling over. If I say it’s
like ahighway, maybe there’s an EasyPass.
Conjoiningthese two thingsiswhatyou’re

supposed to do asa comic.

Lawless: Italsodependsonwhoyour audi-
enceis. Youdon’tsetyourselfup tobe com-
pletelymisunderstood. Ifyoudoashowin
New York City downtown, you know you’ll
have to be listening to the darker corners
of your imagination. If you’re doing the
road or a college, you don’t want to make
yourself so vulnerable that they’re not
going to get on board with your premise.
Mirman: People have to trust you.
Lawless: You have to start with something
that gets their ears open.

Let’s talk about when humor

crosses the line.

Hanson: When the towers came down,
there was ajoke that was well construct-
ed, funny, and sad. Butit was too cavalier
and we didn’t feel like being cavalier at
the time. It was “America Stronger than
Ever, Say Quadragon Officials.” It’s fun-
ny,butitwasinappropriate because that
fifth of the building that was missing had
dead people in it. We decided it was not
right for the time. It’s not the subject mat-
ter, it’s not the language. Ithad to do with
the target of the joke.

would seem inappropriate.

Is there anyone you can’t make
laugh?

Hanson: The lessis wronginyour life, the
less you need humor. There’s this great
Mark Twain quote where he said there’s
no humor in heaven. I thought that was
verysad and funny and agood digatallthe
humorless Presbyterians he wasraised by.
Mankoff: Humor’s for things that go
wrong. Ifyou have agood vacation and the
luggage gets there on time, there are no
jokes in that.

Schaal: Only stupid people don’t have
senses of humor.

Mankoff: People who are funny have
somethinguneven, some grit, some dam-
age. Anyone who does things just for fun
isgoingtolaugh andifyoudoalotofthings
justbecause you enjoy them, notto achieve
something, not for some greater purpose,
I think youwll have a sense of humor.
What about when people are
offended by a joke?

Mankoff: There was a cartoon in The New
Yorker of two surgeons cuttingopen ababy
ontheoperatingtable and the captionsays,
“There’sgottabe an easier way to get can-

-

—Eugene Mirman

-

“I was the most hated child in my school
system for 10 years. Then | started joking
around. It went from, ‘He’s super weird,

to ‘Oh, he’s funny.’ And then it was OK—

except for the fact that | was then driven
to become a comedian and prove myself
to the people | knew in eighth grade.”

Mankoff: It’s difficult to make jokes about
things people care about. After 9/11, we got
some very funny anti-terrorist jokes. The
bestone showed the prophet Muhammad
in heaven, and the terrorist all in pieces.
Muhammad says, “You’ll get the virgins
whenwe find your penis.” Which points to
therealinsanity ofthe thing. We didn’trun
that cartoon. The New Yorker is a serious
magazine. Ifyou’ve justread 50,000 words
by Seymour Hirsch onterrorism, thatjoke
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one of the many things that didn’thappen
toyou,it’s OK. So finally we justran an op-
ed called, “That’s Not Funny, My Brother
Died That Way.” But the thing the guy is
takingoffense atis the scene in Police Acad-
emywhere he goes flying offthe edge ofhis

“It’s wild when someone knows you do
standup. They’ll say something that is
really out of character for them, and
they’re doing some weird thing, and | feel
really awkward. | can’t laugh because it’s
not funny and then immediately, we

don’t have a friendship.”
—Heather Lawless

dy from ababy.” Thad this psychotherapist
calling to complain. And I'm saying, “It’s
a fantasy! Like a children’s fairy tale or
Grimm’s.” Let’sunderstand that the baby
gettingkilled isnotreal. “We use anesthet-
icink,” I say. “There is no baby here.” He
was apsychotherapist who treated abused
children. And he somehow thought this
related to that! That this joke related to
abused children!

What do you think it was about the
joke that he didn’t get?

Hanson: Thatit’s funny becauseit’s wrong.
Mankoff: And thatit’s notreal! Ithasnoth-
ing to do with babies! It’s also his narcis-
sism. Abused children are the mostimpor-
tanttopicin the world to this guy. Anything
that bears on that, he is the monitor. He’s
the watchdog against this cartoon being
the trigger for someone taking some kid
on an operating table.

Hanson: At The Onion we get so many
emails that start: “Normally 'm a fan, but
the blah blah blah you did recently went
too far when you took on the subject of...”
And then it’s, “Insert anything that has to
dowith their specificlife.” If it’s whatever
happened toyou, thenit’swrong, butifit’s
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motorcycle and hishead goesup the horse’s
rectum. And he’s like, “I don’t know how
they could make ajoke about that,because
that’s exactly the way my brother died.”
Mankoff: But that’s such aslippery slope.
You have anybody being held up in a car-
toon—thenyousay, “Well, some people get
held up and get killed!” So there’s almost
nothingyou can do.

Lipsyte: Mark Maron got tackled on stage.
He did a suicide joke, and some guy’s
brother had just attempted suicide and
jumped up and tackled him.

Mirman: You can make a joke that does
hit too close to some people, it’s true. I
mean, some books make people cry! It’s

nice young man!”

Do you think there are different
motivators for women than men?
Mankoff: Guys want women who laugh
attheir jokes and women want guys who
are funny.

Schaal: Yeah, but I don’t think guys want
women who are funnier than them.
Hanson: I don’tlike women who are sex-
ier than me. 'm threatened by it. Butreal-
ly,Ilove women who are funnier than me.
Myrin: I think some guyslikeitat first,but
then get competitive about it.

Do you use sex in your act? Either
trying to be sexy or making fun of the
expectation that you be sexy?

Myrin: There’sabraveness, acertain fear-
lessness. You can’tbe worried about how
youlook—you justhave toleap off. Itboth-
ers me in movies when the funny charac-
terisjustasuper hotgirl who does a prat-
fall or something. It’s abummer because
there are so many super funny girls and it
would make the movie so much funnier.
Schaal: We had something on The Daily
Show called “News I'd Like To F***?”
becauseit’sso obvious networks prefer hot
women. Not like they’re going to change.

-

humor—our fragility.”
—Sam Lipsyte

-

“Ive always liked a little whiff of death
around humor. That’s what always ties us
together, the mortality aspect of it. |
think that’s the core of some of the best

upsetting, it’s life.

How did you become funny?

Mirman: I was the most hated child in my
school system for 10 years. And sort of
vaguely started joking around. Some-
where, it went from, “He’s super weird,”
to “Oh, he’s funny.” And then it was OK—
except for the fact that I was then driven
to become a comedian and prove myself
to the people I knew in eighth grade.
Hanson: It’s a weird combination of a
deeplyingrained sense of self-hatred and
agrandiose self-absorbed narcissism.
Myrin: Being an oddball when you were
little. Ilooked like aboy until Iwas12. Lit-
erally, people would say to me, “What a

Hanson: I once wrote a headline for The
Onionthatdidn’tgetpicked.Iwashanging
outin the lobby at 30 Rock waitingtodo a
part on Conan, talking to all the PAs there
who alllook like models. It was, “Intern
Just Happens To Be Beautiful 22-Year-Old
Woman.” Like through sheer coincidence,
shejusthappened tobe the mostqualified
one for the job.

Tell me one of your favorite bits or
jokes in your own genre.

Mankoff: A wonderful cartoon called ‘Jan-
uary 3 at Rockefeller Center.” It shows that
entire huge tree upside down in a tiny lit-
tle basket. No matter what, Christmas is
goingtobe over.

Myrin: Ilove Molly Shannon. I love that
her characters start out kind of still, and
that they’re all at some point going to
explode, butyou don’tknow where or how.
Mirman: Andy Kindler was talking about
a TV show and said, “Not only is that not
my cup of tea, it makes me hate tea.”
Hanson: We haven’t talked about anti-
humor. Somebody once at The Onion did
an anti-joke where they said, “Phrase?!
More like slightly different phrase!” Things
like that get me—that deconstruction.

Lipsyte: In terms of anti-jokes: A play-
wright, a friend of mine, Will Eno, had a
joke in one his plays, Thom Pain. A horse
walksinto abar. Bartender says, “Why the
long face?” Horse says, “I have AIDS.”

Mankoff:Ilike jokes with verylongnarra-
tives. Butthere’s one shortjoke I'like where

-

most horrifying.”
—Todd Hanson

-

“l always use the word horrifying when |
talk about humor. You don’t have to be a
primatologist to figure out there’s a
connection between the startle reaction
and making people laugh. For me, the
funniest things are always going to the

aguy says, “Pretentious? Moi?”

How have your personalities
influenced your humor?

Mirman: Whatever you grew up with is
what you become. If you were treated a
certain way as a kid, you eventually see
yourself that way.

Mankoff: Goingback manyyears, the guys
at The New Yorker didn’t go to Harvard,
and it wasn’t a training ground for The
Simpsons. Now I deal with alotofkids who
were president of the Harvard Lampoon,
800 on their SATs. I don’t see that type of
damage. Why would they feel inferior?
There doesn’t seem to be that hurt. But
they are very clever.

What’s their humor like?
Mankoff:Iseealotofincongruity, slapping

“I like to play freaky characters, so for
me, it’s learning not to fight it. If they
want me to look pretty, I’'m like, ‘OK, I'll
put on a party dress, but then I'll beat
them at their own game and do improv—
I’ll just be a freak in my cocktail dress.’”

—Arden Myrin

thingstogether. They’re cleverbutthere’s
nothingto say because they haven’t expe-
rienced anything. It could just be that
they’re young. They see the forms, the
tropes, theylook at the Lego setand extend
and twistitand make somethingreallynice.
Hanson: I think jokes have to say some-
thing or there is no point. There has to be
asortofunderdogelement.

Anyone else? How has your
personality influenced your humor?
Myrin: I just think ’'m super retarded. I
got married and my friend’s toast was,

“Don’ttake this the wrong way, butyou’re
the mostretarded personI've ever met.” It
was such a compliment! I just think ’'m a
super goofy girl. I don’t have alot of other
skills, so I'm grateful I can pay my rent
doing this.

Lipsyte: Today my 3-year-old son was try-
ing to tell me jokes, or what he considers
jokes,butthey weren’t funny, I hate to say.
My wife and Ilaughed. “Haha, that’sagreat
joke!” Well,ifhe was saying 2 and 2is 5, we
wouldn’t say, “Oh, you're great at math!”
Wewould say, “No, it’s 4.” But we discussed
the importance of encouraging, and he’ll
getthere. “Knock knock.” “Who’s there?”
“Orange.” “Orange who?” “Building.”
Schaal: Is that his joke? I like that joke.
Mankoff: Experiments on kids show that
upuntil age 3,incongruity is perfectly fine.
Itdoesn’thave to make sense, itjusthasto
be unexpected.

Lipsyte: I think of humor as an activity
with my friends. We’re not goingbowling,
we’re just going to sit around and laugh.
They’re not professionals but they can pro-
duce laughter in other people.

Hanson: I'm going to have to disagree.
say leave humor to the professionals. pr
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