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Abstract

When I began performing in comedy clubs some twenty years ago, I quickly noticed that even mildly humorous ad-libbed interactions with the audience often got laughs as big as (and sometimes bigger than) those inspired by the comedy material that had been carefully prepared, and that was by general standards funnier. Soon I was ad-libbing all the time as a theatre improviser. I have come to consider improv a more natural or “authentic” kind of humor; essentially it is play, and human beings play much more than they tell jokes. Therefore, I consider improv a highly appropriate skill for any humor practitioner to learn. Interestingly, the “rules” one studies in improv are sometimes diametrically opposed to those of stand-up. Two of these include “Try to Have Fun Rather than ‘Be Funny’” and “Focus Outward, Not Inward.” In the first workshop, attendees will 1) participate in theatre improv games that give training in not having fun without trying to be funny, and 2) watch an improvised demonstration and observe the kind of laughter that happens when this rule is used. In the second workshop, attendees will 1) practice the second rule, focusing out, and 2) again observe a demonstration. We will finish by discussing whether the behaviors inspired by the rule are observable, i.e., could represent discrete, identifiable “units” of humor. If so, could they be used in some research in place of jokes and cartoons, and offer more reliable results?
 

