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Open to Persuasion

Game for a laugh

One of the biggest issues for venues marketing incoming touring shows is that the images and copy don't reflect the show accurately. So how do you write copy that reflects a funny show?  You could simply tell the reader that it's funny.  Chichester Festival Theatre's season brochure says that The Merchant of Venice is a dark comedy and that the Coffee House is 'Goldoni’s glittering comedy’. It's easy, though, to end up with unconvincing clichés like ‘riotously funny' and ‘hilarious comedy'. Perhaps it's better not to overclaim, as the Gate's description of Angels of the Universe sounds much more believable: 'despite the ultimate air of tragedy the tale ripples with humour’.  Some words are more convincing than others.  Arts Council England commissioned research that asked attenders of large-scale drama whether particular words used in copy made a production more or less appealing.  
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


‘Zany’ is firmly at the bottom of the table with 48% saying it made the event seem less appealing and not even 'sexy' at a negative response of 44% can save it from relegation.
Sometimes, an event is genuinely hilarious.  Even so, potential visitors and ticket buyers want to know how and why. Write copy that sets up the comic situation as the New Shakespeare Company does in its copy f or Leonardo’s Last Supper.  Here, the emphasis is on one central gag, a play on a well-known saying:
The celebrity corpse of Leonardo da Vinci proves an unexpected windfall for a local family of impoverished undertakers. Life is cheap and death expensive in this macabre medieval comedy of the tragic and ridiculous.
Writing funny copy is difficult. Creator of comic prose and poetry, Jessie Smith, until recently, judged an annual humorous poetry competition. Out of hundreds of entries, she says only a few were funny. She believes that you are either born with an ability to see the funny side or you aren't. She does have some tips, though. Read nursery rhymes to see how they play with words and rhythm to create humour. She also recommends Lewis Carroll's Alice books, Oscar Wilde and Noel Coward. Jessie mentally stores away everyday things that make her smile, 'You never know when they'll pop out to spark off a humorous story’.

John Tellett from Tower Arts Centre in Winchester uses humour to compel people to pick up the season brochure and then to keep on reading. He developed his distinctive tone of voice after becoming irritated by ‘brochure speak'.  I think he’s right. So many venue brochures sound similar because the copy has been cobbled together from the same bad clichés sent by companies, agents and artists. I persuaded John to part with some handy hints and tips:
· Don't use capital letters and exclamation marks - instead of sounding funny, you’ll come across as shouting hysterically. 

· Picture who will be reading your finished copy and then imagine you are talking to them.  You can develop a persona that you adopt when you start writing but you have to feel comfortable in that role to be funny.
· Know the event. Unless you can speak with authority then you can't share your enthusiasm and passion for the work.  . Express an opinion about the event and then back it up. That's different to sounding opinionated.
· Find the joke.
· Rough out your copy in your head over several days, if not weeks, and then sit down and key it straight in to your computer. Go away, do something else and don't reread it until much later.
John hoards information and even appealing words and phrases in the back of his mind just as Jessie does. They tend to emerge on his contents page, for example:
Pg9 Andrew Motion
Couldn't get the Hungarian goat...

Hungarian goat? lt works - you just have to turn to page 9 and find out.  The copy on the page is factual but about Andrew Motion as a person, not just a poet. It's headed by a quotation from an interview with Motion that appeared in the Sunday Mirror.
'l recently wrote a four line poem called Causa Belli opposing war in lraq.  Hundreds of people wrote agreeing with me, but I did get one letter from someone who thought their Hungarian goat could write better poetry.'  John's squirrelling habit pays off again.
Well, it made me laugh.
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