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ONE time on a talk show, before he made the change in his comedy, the comedian was asked why he started telling jokes. He took a sip from his mug and responded that he just wanted some attention. As a child he’d felt unseen. He was a handsome baby (photographs confirm) but his impression was that no one cooed at him or went cross-eyed to make him smile. Common expressions of affection, such as loving glances, approving grins, and hearty that-a-boys, eluded him. His mother told him, Hush, now, when he came to her with his needs or questions and he frowned and padded off quietly. He received a measly portion of affirmation from grandparents, elderly neighbors, and wizened aunts who never married, folks who were practically in the affirmation-of-children business. In kindergarten, he was downright appalled to find the bullies stingy with noogies and degrading nicknames. The comedian believed that he was unseen, overlooked, and not-perceived to a greater extent than other people were unseen, overlooked, and not-perceived, when in actuality he was overlooked as much as everyone else, he just felt it more keenly. The talk show host asked him what his first joke was. He said he didn’t remember, but he must have liked what happened because he did it again.
The boy practiced and practiced. In the bathroom down the hall, he made funny faces before the white hexagonal tile; he devised oddball catch-phrases and made unlikely connections between seemingly dissimilar objects and phenomena. When he later shoe-horned these observations into conversation, people laughed. He experimented with metaphor and figurative language. Like, when a mouse died in the walls and no one could get to it, he said, That smells like a hundred Roger farts. They were having holiday dinner, the far-flung generations, and the vulgarity cracked everyone up. He broke it down later, staring at the ceiling of his room while the grownups whooped it up in the living room. A familiar situation disrupted by an unexpected and forbidden element produced laughter. The smell of the decomposing mouse was not one Roger fart, but a hundred. Exaggeration was key. Exaggeration was a kind of truth-telling, and it made people laugh. If he made someone chuckle or snicker, he took notes and tried to recreate the circumstances later. Cousin Roger never forgave the comedian this humiliation, his later enthusiasm for his relative’s success in his annual Xmas letter notwithstanding.
The comedian expanded his act. One day he decided he needed weapons. Other people were an army straying into his territories and this sent him fashioning defenses before the bathroom mirror. He gathered specific putdowns for use against his friends and family in case they suddenly turned on him, which happened from time to time. He stole jokes from comics he saw on television and didn’t give credit. Years later he’d make ridiculous apologies to these men, who were flattered to be remembered and boasted of their influence on him to their grandchildren on their infrequent visits. When his fifth grade teacher named him Class Clown, he knew it wasn’t a foolhardy plan after all, this strategy of getting seen. Look at me, look at me.
The comedian learned how to get girls by making them laugh and blush. You’d see him whisper in a girl’s ear and she’d giggle and shake her head in sweet outrage. Guys who really wanted to beat him up were disarmed by some weird baboon face of his and forgot all about it. He got into the local college and joined an improvisational comedy troupe his first semester. The group’s fliers were everywhere, stapled to utility poles and taped to the doors of lecture halls, and were much better designed than those of other campus societies, like the ones from the a cappella groups. How strange it was, he thought, to be in an a cappella group, and advertise it.
Improv was not his forte. Group interaction in general, frankly. The audience yelled out words—Cantaloupe! Rooster! Watchfob!—and it was their job to construct a jokey situation incorporating them. They kidnapped these mundane things from the familiar and smuggled them to the realm of the absurd. Success was measured by the distance between the original context and the new, alien context of the sketch. The comedian, however, did not believe that things had to travel very far to be funny or sad. You could look at pretty much anything and say, How laughable, or, What a pity. The rest of the troupe liked his sensibility, the wit he’d exhibited during tryouts, but were perplexed by his behavior. They’d set him up perfectly and he’d just stand there playing pocket pool. They parted ways after Halloween weekend.
He went solo. He practiced, and his bits eventually became routines. At open mikes he did impressions of a previous generation’s celebrities. They were really impressions of other people’s impressions, stuff he got from television. Whenever he needed to stretch out a set and riff for a few minutes, he could rely on the voices of these dead inside him. The comedian developed a character named Danny the Dentist, who liked to interrogate his patients about weighty matters while their mouths were stuffed with metal and latex. As Danny parsed their grunts—“I totally agree, never let an encyclopedia salesman use your commode on a weekend”—the humor derived from the contrast between the patients’ nonsense syllables and his extravagant interpretations. Danny the Dentist spoke a language beyond the audience’s understanding. Looking at it one way, it was a kind of commentary on the comedian’s lot—to translate between the world as it is and the world as people perceive it. The character caught on, and in a few years he’d do Danny on variety shows and cable programs. When they bring out the old footage for the occasional documentary on the history of comedy, or a ranking of the top twenty-five stand-ups according to a poll, it’s always a shock to see Danny. It’s like hearing about some backward medieval practice. You can’t believe people used to live like that.
He got his diploma because he didn’t want to let anyone down and because a graduation ceremony was an opportunity to get attention from those he needed attention from. He wasn’t disappointed, with regards to their attendance. His family showed up and they all went out to lunch. They asked, What are you going to do now?
He kept hitting the clubs and expanding his routine. He cut jokes. Why did he ever think that corny bit was funny? This is my new style, he told himself, and six months later the new style was out the window and a newer strain dominated his set list. The old jokes testified to how stupid he’d been. But if people laughed, what did that say about people? Local comedy clubs gave him some slots and he started hanging out with his peers. The other comics weren’t threatened. He wasn’t exactly pushing the boundaries. Like, in one of his bits, three representatives of different religious faiths were trapped in an isolated place where their differences were struck into sharp relief. Or, he closed his act with the observation that one group of people tended to do things differently than another group of people, and he listed a few examples. Plodder, the other comics said. Word came down that a scout from the big late-night talk show was going to check out “the scene” and everybody worried and fussed. The scout frowned throughout the comedian’s set. A month later, when they went out for drinks after his appearance on the talk show, the scout told him, I try to laugh on the inside.
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