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TOPICAL COMEDY

By Richard Zoglin

[Zoglin is a writer and editor at Time Magazine and the author of “Comedy at the Edge: How Stand-up in the 1970s Changed America.”]

Comedy flourishes in hard times — that’s one old saw, I’m afraid, that needs to be retired. Yes, movie audiences in the Depression flocked to screwball comedies and Astaire-Rogers musicals, but they also filled the theaters for gritty gangster sagas and social-protest films. The economy tanked a year ago, but there’s still no sign of a comeback for the TV sitcom. One comedy genre, however, is thriving: satirical commentary on the day’s news by a multiplying crew of late-night (and now, thanks to Jay Leno, prime time) monologists.

Yet the impetus for this boom in political — or, more correctly, topical — comedy is not the Great Recession. It’s the increasingly polarized and impassioned political climate. People don’t tune into David Letterman or Jay Leno for escape, exactly. Instead, just as reality shows hold up a mirror to life’s traumatic moments (getting rejected by a boyfriend, working for a bad boss, trying to lose weight) and turn them into games or soap opera, so the TV comics rub our noses in the angst-producing news headlines, in order to convince us that nothing is worth getting too stressed about. It’s psychoanalysis by wisecrack.

You could see topical comedy making a comeback during the Bush II years, when even mediocre club comics started doing jokes about Dick Cheney and weapons of mass destruction. The political scene had simply gotten too outré to ignore. Barack Obama’s election was supposed to put a damper on political comedy, but in fact it has merely shifted the emphasis. The butt of the joke is no longer a bumbling president, but the country’s bumbling reaction to a president who (so far at least) has stubbornly refused to serve up straight lines.

The danger — now that Mr. Leno starts the nightly laugh track an hour and a half earlier — is that the glut of punchlines will soon make us punch-drunk. A Joe Wilson cries “You lie” on the House floor, and by the time a half-dozen sets of comedy writers are finished working it over, the audience may be looking for a different kind of escape. Which is why “CSI” was invented. 

_________________________________

SATIRE IS WHAT PEOPLE NEED

By Jeffrey P. Jones 
[Jones is an associate professor of communication at Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Va. He is the author of “Entertaining Politics: Satiric Television and Political Engagement” and co-editor of “Satire TV: Politics and Comedy in the Post-Network Era.”]

The contrast between “hard times” humor and “good times” humor is perhaps demonstrated best through two recent examples: one on The Jay Leno Show and one on The Tonight Show with Conan O’Brien.

Filmmaker Michael Moore appeared on Jay Leno’s second show to hawk his new film, Capitalism: A Love Story. Say what you will about Mr. Moore’s techniques or politics, but his humor fits squarely within the tradition of satire. Mr. Moore aired a clip from the film, demonstrating a comedic return to where his career began — playfully yet seriously tweaking the noses of corporate capitalists whose actions often decimate the lives of working classes while politicians aide and abet such destruction. In return, Mr. Leno struggled to squeeze a single laugh line out of the interview, producing little more than two overt proclamations of Mr. Moore’s nonpartisanship in the film.

Two weeks earlier, comedian Bill Maher appeared on the “Tonight Show” and in a grave and serious tone delivered the message that a certain percentage of Americans are simply stupid, and that President Obama’s desire to achieve nonpartisan agreement on health care would never placate such stupidity. Mr. O’Brien blithely looked on, seemingly unaware that such debates were even dominating the national conversation. He proved incapable of engaging in either a humorous or serious conversation on the matter.

What seems pronounced about comedy in hard times, then, is not the continued comedic banality of Jay Leno and Conan O’Brien or even their brand of facile humor as salve for the economically hurting and displaced. Rather, it is other comedic voices that simultaneously appear — ones with an edge and bite that can prove quite appealing, yet ones that may offer little in the way of direct ha-ha humor.

Bill Maher and Michael Moore are two such voices, yet the signal comedic encounter of the year dealing with economic hard times was comedian Jon Stewart’s straight-faced obliteration of Jim Cramer and his brutally satiric treatment of CNBC’s financial reporting. Even news performer Glenn Beck has attempted to cloak his populist rage in a comedic persona (if pouring gasoline on someone is funny), going so far as to conduct a multicity “comedy tour.”

In short, humor in hard times may not be very humorous. But we do look to comedians and satirists who can offer some perspective (or even critique) that seems noticeably absent from the serious discourse of politicians or the formulaic comedy of mainstream talk show hosts.

________________________________

HUMOR IN TIME AND PLACE

By Bambi Haggins 

[Haggins is the director of film and media studies at Arizona State University and the author of “Laughing Mad: The Black Comic Persona is Post Soul America.”]
Comedy has always been a response to hard times. There is both power and release in the laughter. But while humor can assuage anxieties, give expression to shared incredulousness and mock mercilessly, it must make people laugh. While anything can be funny, especially when times are not, the funny is always in conversation with the social and political mores of the era. 

During the Great Depression, audiences laughed at the anti-establishment chaos in the Marx Brothers’ films and at the populist shenanigans in “It Happened One Night.” Following World War II, they chuckled at the social instruction in the domestic comedies of early television, at the middle-class aspirations of working class families (like Ralph Kramden’s ill-fated shared purchase of a television in “The Honeymooners” or Molly’s dispersal of ethnicity-tinged wisdom in her Bronx enclave in “The Goldbergs”). 

As a late-Boomer media baby, my early viewership came in the post-Vietnam, post-Watergate, “stagflation”-era ’70s. We laughed at social sitcoms: the generational comedy of “All in the Family” (with “lovable” bigot and ultra-liberal foil) and the initially enlightening view of black family life in the Chicago projects (that is, before James Sr.’s exit and J.J.’s “Dy-No-Mite” ascension). “Saturday Night Live’s” skewering of political and popular culture and the incendiary stand-up, George Carlin and Richard Pryor, added bite to television comedy’s new relevancy. 

In our bleak, hopeful, progressive and regressive historical moment, the expansiveness of economic challenges and the media landscape is staggering — as is comedy. We need multitasking humor to serve our greater and lesser selves: the anger and frustration, the schadenfreude and the lapses into self-congratulation. 

Arguably, multiple savory ruminations can be found in televisual comfort food: from alternately politically astute and intentionally broad fake news (“The Daily Show with Jon Stewart”) and absurdist, amoral and reference-filled animation (“Family Guy”) to cringe inducing, self-reflexive comedy (“Curb Your Enthusiasm”) and cringe-filled “reality” (Flavor-, Rock-, “Daisy of Love”). 

Fodder for laughter is plentiful and necessary. In a media-saturated and savvy era, our laughter may have a darker hue but, we are laughing — and it keeps us from crying.

_______________________________

BEYOND THE PUNCHLINES
By Paul Lewis 

[Lewis is a professor of English at Boston College and the author of “Cracking Up: American Humor in a Time of Conflict.”]
Questions about humor often seem simpler than they are. People have “styles of humor” insofar as they tend to enjoy jokes about particular topics and use what they regard as witty comments to affect others in different ways. But does this apply to professional comedy, particularly late-night and now not-so-late-night monologues?

In his 1927 essay on gallows humor, Freud observed that people in horrible situations sometimes joke about their plight. He gave the example of a condemned man being led to his death on a Monday morning who says, “Well, this is a good way to start the week.” Since it does nothing to reduce the danger, this use of humor can, Freud noted, provide only a temporary distraction; the gallows still looms. 

Does it make sense to assume that mass audiences in difficult times turn to professional comedy for shared experiences of temporary relief? If so, do they seek not only more laughter but also laughter about particular subjects and/or new comic styles, forms, even genres? 

The rise of fake-news satire at a time when allegedly real news has become ubiquitous on nonstop media demonstrates both that pointed humor requires a target and that the targets of mass mockery must be widely known. 

But satire, unlike gallows humor, assumes that it is still possible — through clear thinking and right action — to make a difference. Progressives who needed daily fixes of Jon Stewart during the Bush-Cheney presidency often talked about them as sources of relief but not, therefore, detachment. The same may be true of Rush Limbaugh fans who need their own daily fix of indignation and ridicule.

Jay Leno, of course, has no interest in influencing public opinion. Rather than “preaching” to his large audience, he told an LA Weekly reporter during the 2004 presidential campaign, he just wants to tell jokes: to be a comedian, not a humorist, satirist, or commentator. 

A steady diet, night after night, of this kind of humor would be fine if we had no serious problems or if our problems were utterly insoluble, in which case action would matter little. But if we assume that we are in deep trouble but not yet plunging inescapably into the abyss, then comedians who have access to mass audiences can and probably often should do more than make us laugh.
_________________________________

SENSIBILITY IS DESTINY
By John Rash 

[Rash is the director of media analysis for Campbell Mithun, a national advertising agency based in Minneapolis. The views expressed here are his own. He also writes The Rash Report.]
Demography, it is said, is destiny. Or maybe in mobile America, it should be geography is destiny. But neither applies with talk shows, in which sensibility is destiny.

Nebraskan Johnny Carson, for instance, embodied California cool. Conversely David Letterman might have hailed from Indiana, but his independent (if not insolent) persona made him seem a more natural New Yorker, which may have robbed him of the “Tonight Show” job. Conan O’Brien, who actually got the job after Leno left, seems to be struggling in sunny Burbank, far removed not just from Gotham, but his Harvard Lampoon days.

Like Conan, Jay is Boston-bred. But his mainstream, Main Street sensibility literally and figuratively plays in Peoria, as well as most major markets in-between the coasts. The night of his program premiere, for instance, saw Denver and Cleveland as the top two rated markets, well above coastal cultural capitals like New York and Los Angeles.

It’s this geographic juxtaposition that’s resulted in Jay Leno’s underestimated appeal as a particularly popular pop culture figure. Sure, he’s not Sunset Boulevard or Fifth Avenue, but more Gasoline Alley. Which might have made Madison Avenue — which usually bets big on edgy entertainers — reluctantly recognize that despite the critics, Mr. Leno’s lack of edge is what connects.

This is partly because his monologue, as well as signature bits like “Headlines” and “Jay Walking,” have him reacting to more than contributing to the absurdity of modern America. This also means he can act as the public’s proxy in interviews, be it with the first sitting president to plop down on his couch or a contrite Kanye West. Indeed, would it have been as powerful — or possible — if David Letterman or Conan O’Brien asked the killer question of Kanye West: What would his late mother have thought of him stealing the mic — and the moment — from Taylor Swift?

Of course, one week does not a season make. Soon, “The Jay Leno Show” will face original episodes of defining dramas, featuring some of the same stars Mr. Leno’s bookers will look to as a good “get.”

But then again, don’t bet against Jay Leno, as his sensibility may trump cultural geography and result in the rare case of the coasts catching up to the heartland.
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