BROADCAST COMEDY WRITING: FMS 494

Spring 2009

Professor:   
Bradford Gyori

Email:   
bradford.gyori@asu.edu
Office Hours:
**

Class Hours:
M/W 5:00 to 6:15

Class location: TBA

COURSE OUTLINE

This is a class for intermediate to advanced writers. It will introduce students to a wide variety of comedic styles and also provide a forum in which they can create short works in over a dozen comedic formats. By the end of the semester, students should be conversant with several comedic forms, including sketch comedy, monologue jokes, semi-scripted material, and the comedic prose. Several genres will be featured including, satire, farce, slapstick, insult, dark, and high-concept. Additionally, students will read about and discuss issues concerning comedy writing in general, including structuring and submitting material, career management and ways to avoid clichés and emphasize originality. The focus will be on experimentation over mastery. And grading will reflect this. This class isn’t about judging work in relation to some preconceived notion of comedic perfection. It’s about challenging writers to expand their range and take on new creative challenges, including collaborating with others and giving and receiving effective criticism. 

GOAL: By the end of the semester, each writer will have compiled a portfolio containing twelve short comedy samples in a variety of formats, including monologue jokes, sketch, show pitch, improv scenario and comedic prose.

FEEDBACK: During the workshop section, each writer will sign their name atop the every handout, make notes and then hand the handout back to the writer when the writer is done presenting his or her work.  If the writer has questions about these notes, he should speak to the writer providing feedback directly. 

Structure: Mondays will be the workshop portion of the class. Wednesdays will be for lectures and reading discussions.
Writing: Each week, you will be required to complete a different writing assignment. The assignments are short, but challenging. Most can be accomplished in 2-to-3 hours. They will be graded according to how well the writer grasps key concepts, deals with formatting issues and meets various other formal goals. In other words, it doesn’t matter how hilarious a piece is, it needs to meet the assigned requirements in order to receive a good grade.

Workshop: The class is small and the assignments are brief, so everyone should get a chance to present their work every week. This is a rare thing. Take advantage of it! Between ten and fifteen minutes will be allotted to focus on each person’s work. One of the most helpful aspects of this process will be simply reading the material loud to see what people respond to. Additionally, I will ask for different types of analysis, sometimes offering feedback, or requesting feedback from others, and sometimes merely asking the writer to talk about key aspects of the creative process.

Deadlines: Every Monday a new assignment is due. If you can’t make this deadline, don’t show up for class. The workshop is for writers only, no spectators.
Bring Copies: Each writer needs to bring 13 copies of every original work that they submit to the Monday workshop. This will allow everyone to read along and make notes.

Reading: There are two required books for this course, “Monty Python Speaks” and “Live From New York.” Throughout the semester, there will be six sections of required reading, most of them fairly short. However, the assignments are clustered together. So three weeks in a row, we will be reading from the Monty Python book and later, for three weeks in a row, we will be reading from the SNL book. You will likely need to buy them either at the ASU bookstore or from an online distributor such as Amazon.com.  It will take at least two weeks for the books to arrive, so be sure to order them immediately. 

Handouts: Each Wednesday, students will receive a two-page hand out with material on both sides of each page. These handouts will cover four topics. 

1. Style: specific comedic styles such as satire and farce. 

2. Process: general notes on the writing and career management.

3. Structure: tips on how to approach the next writing assignment.

4. Format: an example of how the next assignment should be formatted.

Plagiarism Policy:  You are expected to turn in original work for this course.  Quotations or ideas paraphrased from other work must be properly cited.  Taking credit for another's idea or writing is plagiarism, which is a serious violation of the University's Code of Academic Integrity: Integrity is expected of every student in all academic work.  The guiding principle of academic integrity is that a student's submitted work must be the student's own.  This principle is furthered by the student Code of Conduct and disciplinary procedures established by ABOR Policies 5-308-5-403, all provisions of which apply to all Arizona State University students.  If you are unsure how to credit your source, ask a member of the teaching team for clarification.  

General warning: Some of the short films and comedy routines we will be viewing in this class contain language that might be considered obscene or profane. Also, there may be scenes that are graphically explicit in portraying sexual or violent acts. And there may be ideas or practices endorsed by a specific creative work that are considered immoral or amoral by some standards. Additionally, at times this class will explore how creative works test social boundaries. Please weigh all of these concerns carefully because this class might not be for you. If that is the case, right now is the appropriate time to withdraw. 
GRADED WORK
I expect every student to leave this course with a comprehensive understanding of comedic styles and an expanded range as a comedic writer.  Along the way, I ask that you complete several writing and reading assignments, engage in-class discussions, collaborate with other writers, and offer helpful critiques.

Attendance and Participation (100 points):  Students have to show up for both the workshops and the lectures to get the most out of this course. As I mentioned before, all students who attend workshops must have a completed writing assignment to contribute.

Also, you are responsible for offering creative feedback to your fellow writers. You should also contribute to in-class discussions and work collaboratively and cooperatively with others.

Writing Assignments (200 points):  Work will be judged according to three criteria: grasp of key concepts, formatting and careful execution. An “A” paper is one that meets all three of three requirements. 

 

Final Project (100 points):  The final project represents the culmination of the writer’s work in the class. It must be formatted properly.

Grading Scale: 0 to 400 Points
A+   ..... 400+ Points

A     ..... 372 - 399 Points

A-    ..... 360 - 371 Points

B+   ..... 352 - 359 Points

B     ..... 332 - 351 Points

B-    ..... 320 - 331 Points

C+   ..... 312 - 319 Points

C     ..... 280 - 311 Points

D     ..... 240 - 279 Points

E     ..... 000 - 239 Points 

LEARNING TASKS
This course is comprised of 15 workshops and 15 lectures. There will be 6 reading assignments, 14 short writing assignments and a final project.

 

WEEK ONE

01B:    COURSE INTRODUCTION & LECTURE  (Wednesday, 1/21)

Discussion: Class introduction, syllabus and overview.
Lecture: Satire, Parody.

Possible Clips: 300 Parody, Demetri Martin stand-up.
Discussion: Comedy Writing in General.

Assignment: Creating Monologue Jokes.

WEEK TWO

02A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 1/26)

Due: Topical jokes: 4 re-typed, 2 original.

02B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 1/28)

Lecture: Quirky, Campy, Dumb, Screwball and Accidental Comedy.

Possible Clips: Harold and Maude, Awesometown Intro, Dumb and Dumber, Bennie Hill, Bringing up Baby, New Bloopers.
Discussion: Giving Criticism.

Assignment: Creating Desk Pieces.

WEEK THREE 

03A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 2/2)

Due: Desk piece or stand up riff: 1 re-typed, 1 of your own.

03B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 2/4)

Lecture: Anarchic Comedy, Nihilistic Comedy.

Possible Clips: Marx Brothers Montage, Spike Jonze Gap Ad, The Young Ones, Straight Outta Locash CB4 - Chris rock.
Discussion: Receiving Criticism.

Assignment: Creating Comedic Prose.

WEEK FOUR
04A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 2/9)

Due: Humorous prose: 2 pages.

04B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 2/11)

Lecture: Farce or Broad Comedy.

Possible Clips: Anchorman, Mr. Show (The Audition)
Discussion: Writing in General.

Assignment: Creating Comedic Premises.

WEEK FIVE
05A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 2/15)

Due: Sketch premises: 2 short ones, no more than a page per.

05B:    LECTURE (Wedneday, 2/18)

Reading discussion: Monty Python Speaks: pgs. 36-63.
Lecture:  Absurd or Surreal Comedy, Comedy Under the Influence.

Possible Clips: Woody Allen (the Moose), Tenacious D, Monty Python, Ben Stiller Show.
Discussion: Collaboration, Types of Writers.

Assignment: Creating Sketches.
WEEK SIX
06A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 2/23)

Due: Collaborative sketches: two per team, 3-5 pages each.

06B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 2/25)

Reading discussion: Monty Python Speaks (group dynamic): pgs. 81-117.
Lecture: Lowbrow or scatological humor, sick or shock humor.

Possible Clips: South Park, Talk Soup.

Discussion: The Writers’ Room, Writing Groups.

Assignment: Creating Critiques.

WEEK SEVEN
07A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 3/2)

Due: Critiques: 1-2 pages.

07B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 3/4)

Reading discussion: Monty Python Speaks, “The Life of Bryan”: pgs. 224-254.

Lecture:  Edgy comedy.

Possible Clips: Carlos Mencia, Chris Rock, 
Discussion: Talent, Innovation.

Assignment: Rewriting effectively.

WEEK EIGHT

SPRING BREAK 3/8-3/15
WEEK NINE
09A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 3/16)

Due: Rewritten sketches: two per team, 3-5 pages each.

09B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 3/18)

Lecture:  Character-driven comedy, Character-types.

Possible Clips: Super Bad (I am McLovin), Kingpin (Big Ern McCracken).
Discussion: Creating Characters.

Assignment: Creating Hack Comedy.

WEEK TEN
10A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 3/23)

Due: Hack sketch – 2-3 pages.

10B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 3/25)

Lecture: Ethnic, Gender and Class Humor.
Possible Clips: Chris Rock, The Office, Tim Allen, Tina Fey, Dennis Miller, Ron White.
Discussion: Working with On-Air Talent, Working with Executives.

Assignment: Creating Improv Comedy.

WEEK ELEVEN
11A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 3/30)

Due: Improv bit: 1 page, bullet points with premise at top.

11B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 4/1)

Lecture:  Slapstick or Physical Comedy, Traumedy (“reality” slapstick).

Possible Clips: Dick Van Dyke, Jack Ass 2, Bruce Almighty.

Discussion: Production Constraints, Less Known Scene-Types, Tone.

Assignment: Creating Sight Gags.

WEEK TWELVE
12A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 4/6)

Due: Sight gags: 2-3 pages. Can be a short self-contained piece, part of a larger piece, or a series of quick “one-offs.”

12B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 4/8)

Lecture:  High concept comedy.

Possible Clips: Your Show of Shows, Ernie Kovacs, Real Life (3D trailer), 
Discussion: The Writing Process.

Assignment: Building off of Found Comedy.

WEEK THIRTEEN
13A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 4/13)

Due: Found Comedy: 2-3 pages.

13B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 4/15)

Lecture:  Hybrid, Postmodern or Meta, Gonzo, Reality-Fiction Comedy.
Possible Clips: Shaun of the Dead, Ghost World, Adaptation, American Splendor.
Discussion: Protecting Material, TV Show Pitches.

Assignment: Creating TV show concepts.

WEEK FOURTEEN
14A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 4/20)

Due: TV show concept: 1 page handout. Registered with WGA (extra credit.)

14B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 4/22)

Reading discussion: Live From New York, “Exordium” pgs. 15-105.

Lecture:  Insult, Backhanded Insult, Dis, Rant Comedy.

Possible Clips: Triumph the Insult Dog (Bon Jovi concert), Colbert Roasts Bush, Sarah Silverman, Lewis Black.
Discussion: Getting Noticed, Career Management.

Assignment: Creating a Pitch.

WEEK FIFTEEN
15A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 4/27)

Due: TV show pitch: 1 page, bullet points. 
15B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 4/29)

Reading discussion: Live From New York, pgs. 166-202.

Lecture: Black, Dysfunctional comedy.

Possible Clips: The Loved One, Kids in the Hall (daddy drank).
Discussion: The Creative Life.

Assignment: Creating Creative Obligations.

WEEK SIXTEEN
16A:    WORKSHOP (Monday, 5/2)

Due: Creative obligations: 3 pitches.

16B:    LECTURE (Wednesday, 5/4)

Lecture: Stunt Comedy, Reality Comedy, Mock-Reality Comedy.

Reading discussion: Live From New York, “Lorne,” pgs. 557-600.

Possible Clips: Andy Kaufman wrestles a 327 pound woman, Tom Green, The Office, American Movie.

Discussion: Creative Leadership.

Assignment: Creating a Submission/cover letter.

FINAL PROJECT
17:  LAST DISCUSSION (Wednesday, 5/9)

Due: cover letter, 3-5 rewritten pieces (10-15 pages), SASE, all inside a larger stamped and addressed envelope.

The Future.

Final Thoughts.
