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Abstract 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This  research  looks  at  comedy  and  questions  what  its  function  is.    It 
identifies the gag as a specific moment that solicits laughter and examines 
what is expressed within and through a gag and whether a gag can trigger 
a change in our thinking.  What are the structures, functions and outcomes 
of a gag?  The project approaches these questions through an examination 
of the relationship between the visual and the verbal within the gag.  This 
examination involves two very different types of comedy, silent and stand‐
up,  and  considers  specific  gags  from  both.    The  methods  used  for  this 
examination take the form of both a body of visual artwork and a written 
thesis.   

The visual work consists of photographs, videos and text pieces.  It 
is within the video works that the relationship between the visual and the 
verbal is most readily seen and this is due to the mimetic techniques used 
to make the work.   The videos are a series of re‐enactments of silent and 
stand‐up moments and  involve my re‐performance to camera of selected 
gags.    I  have  removed  certain  elements  from  the  gag  while  emphasising 
others through mimicry.   In doing so I hope to make the viewer aware of 
the relationship between language and gesture within a gag.              

The  writing  begins  with  an  examination  of  what  it  is  that 
constitutes a gag.  The relationship between gag and narrative is looked at 
first, then the relationship between the comic performer and the audience, 
and  finally  the  ways  in  which  the  comic  performer  manipulates  the 
medium  that  is  used  to  create  the  gag.    Following  this  comes  a  close 
reading  of  three  comic  performers’  work:  Buster  Keaton’s  :#$%&*3;! <%=, 
Richard  Pryor’s  8)0$! )+! >*+3$%(  and  Jo  Brand’s  ?'%$&@! 8)0$=    The  gags  in 
each work are examined in order to see how the relationship between the 
visual and the verbal is used to solicit laughter and then further examined 
in  order  to  discover  what  effect  the  gag  has  on  its  audience.    How  do 
language and gesture work together to challenge the audience’s thinking?   

The methods used  in both  the practical work  and  the writing  are 
empirical  in  nature.    The  source  material  is  examined  closely;  gags  are 
unpicked and put back together again.  This approach allows the research 
to tease out some propositions surrounding the relationship between the 
visual and the verbal. 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Part One 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She  holds  the  microphone in  her  right  hand, 

pressing  it to  her  chin  slightly  below  her  lower 

lip.   She  walks  to  the  left  of  the  stage  while 

breathing  in,  side‐on  to  the  audience.    She 

changes  direction  and  turns  towards  the 

audience  while  looking  down  at  the  floor.   She 

now  walks  to  the  right  of  the  stage.  She  looks 

back up at the audience.  She lifts her left hand to 

breast  height  and moves  it  up  and  down  as  she 

begins  to  speak.   She  continues  to  look  at  the 

audience, blinking often. 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a detective)  
Become A Master of Disguise, 3 silver gelatin prints, 2007 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Oceana Rolls, Installation Shot 
 
 

 
 
 

Cocktail Making, Installation Shot 
 
 
 
 

Shorts, HD video with sound, installation shots from Show Research, 2010 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Dual Projection Installation Shot 
 
 

 
 
 

Dual Projection Installation Shot 
 

 
The Understudy Part I, HD video with sound, 
installation shots from Show Research, 2010 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It’s Research, Installation Shot 
 
 

 
 
 

It’s Research, Installation Shot 
 

 
It’s Research, HD video with sound, 2010 

 



 

 

35 

Part Two 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I  must  warn  you,  reader,  that  it  is  not  the 

purpose of this book to make you laugh.  As you 

know,  nothing  kills  the  laugh  quicker  than  to 

explain a joke.  I intend to explain all jokes, and 

the proper and logical outcome will be, not only 

that  you will  not  laugh now,  but  that  you will 

never  laugh  again.    So  prepare  for  the 

descending gloom. 

 

Max Eastman1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        
1 M. Eastman, Enjoyment of Laughter, Stanhope Press Ltd, Rochester, 1937, p. xv. 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Brand is pacing across the stage gesturing with her right hand. 

I  would  end  up  on  the  bus  with  no  knickers  on  and  one  shoe  the 

following morning thinking ‘Christ, what did I do last night?’ 

She  continues  gesturing  as  she  turns  her  body  and  begins  walking  the 

other way.  She stops and faces the audience. 

You know ­ carpet burns all over my chin.   

She moves her right hand up to her face and gestures towards her chin. 

Where some bloke had tried to drag me out of his flat, obviously.   

She turns her body again and starts walking the other way, her right hand 

extended with the palm facing upwards  in a gesture that  indicates she  is 

stating the obvious.  The audience erupt in laughter.   

  Brand’s use of  the word  ‘obviously’  and  the gesture  she makes  to 

signify it punctuate this gag.  It is not enough for Brand to say that the man 

had tried  to drag her out of his  flat,  she has  to add  ‘obviously’  to  further 

make  the point  that  it  is  inconceivable  that Brand be  the subject of male 

sexual desire.  Brand’s words alone are enough to make this point, but the 

addition of the gesture enriches the way Brand communicates it.    

Brand  reverses  traditional  gender  behaviour  here  with  this  gag, 

demonstrating that it was not she who was being pestered for sex, but was 

the one doing the pestering.  In patriarchal society, women are the sexual 

objects of men but in this gag, a man is the sexual object of a woman.  And 

he is not particularly happy about it.  Not only that, but Brand was also too 

heavy for the hapless subject of her affections to be able to drag her out of 

his home.   She has managed to emasculate him twice.   Firstly by denying 

him sexual performance, and secondly by denying him physical strength.  

The  laughter  response  from  the  audience  to  this  gag  demonstrates  that 

they  recognise  the  large  sexual  appetite  attributed  to  her  large  size. 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Brand’s  supposed  lack  of  sexuality  creates  ambiguity  when  she  then 

demonstrates sexual desire.  

  Brand could potentially be embarrassed by this tale (were it true).  

Her romantic suitor has rejected her and attempted to get her out his flat, 

but she is too heavy for him to move; she is both fat and unattractive.  But 

this is not the stance Brand takes.   Instead she reclaims the situation and 

she reclaims her body.  By referencing her physical size and displaying her 

sexual  desire  in  this  way  she  creates  her  own  subjective  position.  Her 

physical size and sexual needs are a threat to the masculinity of the male 

she encounters.   Hers  is a body  that  consumes,  that  takes what  it needs, 

that  satisfies  itself.    And  this  is  a  threatening  concept  to  the  male,  an 

uncertain concept, an ambiguous concept.         

   Brand  demonstrates  further  sexual  ambiguity  when  she  tells  us 

about her stalker, who is getting very annoyed with her due to the lack of 

stalking  he  manages  to  get  done  in  a  day.    Brand’s  stalker  finds  her 

sexually attractive.  He has written to her telling her that he thinks she has 

‘very  lovely breasts’ and that he would  ‘like to put [his] head in between 

them.’   Yet Brand is so lazy and fat that she hardly ever leaves the house, 

and when  she  does,  she walks  incredibly  slowly.    Brand  staggers  across 

the stage gradually, lifting her feet as if she has weights tied to them [page 

191].   She stops and turns  to  the audience,  ‘he only gets about  ten yards 

stalking in a day.’  She tells us that she sometimes leaves the house to go to 

the newsagent, but then changes her mind and goes back home, and so he 

has  to  buy  a  chair  to  sit  outside  her  house.    We  would  expect  any 

frustration  on  the  part  of  a  stalker  to  be  sexual,  but  in  this  gag  Brand 

presents  the  frustration of her  stalker as occupational: he  cannot get his 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The limited distance covered when Brand leaves her house for a walk 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job  done  properly;  he  cannot  get  any  stalking  done  due  to  Brand’s 

unwillingness to go any where.   

It  is  the  combination  of  the  fat  and  lazy  Brand  (as  she  describes 

herself) with  the  stalker’s  sexual  attraction  that  is  ambiguous  here.    Fat 

and lazy are not adjectives usually associated with sexuality. The audience 

recognise  this,  and  laugh  at  the  incongruity.    Brand  demonstrates  traits 

that  confront  our  expectations  of  what  a  man  should  find  attractive.  

Brand’s  body  is  not  what  society  expects  to  be  representative  of  male 

desire.  And neither is her behaviour.  The audience tries to make sense of 

these opposing concepts:  fat and attractive;  lazy and desirable.    I can see 

from their laughter that they consider Brand to be devoid of sexuality, to 

be an unworthy recipient of her stalker’s (male) gaze.  This is what makes 

her  appeal  to  him  so  ambiguous:  the  audience  cannot  reconcile  her  size 

with his attraction to her.        

 

The (Un) Masculine 

It  is not only Brand’s stalker who  finds her attractive.   Her husband also 

does,  the  proof  being  his  two  children  she  has  recently  given  birth  to.  

Brand uses her marriage as  the basis  for  further material  that questions 

gender relations.  Brand introduces the concept of her having a husband to 

her audience with trademark self‐deprecatory gags, telling them ‘I got him 

fairly pissed, paid him a lot of money, but got one, so that was alright’.  She 

then leads onto a number of gags that reverse traditional gender roles and 

demonstrate her to be the dominant one in the relationship.   

  Brand tells her audience that prior to the wedding the couple had a 

long  argument  about  leaving  the  word  ‘obey’  in  the  wedding  vows,  at 

which point Brand tells her fiancé, ‘look, either you obey me, or we’re not 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getting married’.    She  tells  us  she  recently  had  to  spend  seven  hours  in 

casualty  with  her  husband  while  he  waited  to  get  seventeen  stitches 

removed from his face, ‘that’ll teach him to buy [her] a fucking sewing kit 

for  [her]  birthday’.    She  burnt  his  back  rather  badly  the  other  night, 

making him stand bent over at  the waist, because  the  ironing board was 

broken [page 194].   Brand’s husband has  lost his power.   Like the young 

man before him, he has become emasculated.  His impotency is a result of 

her  physical  power:  her  body  exceeds  the  feminine  and  overpowers  his 

masculinity.    Her  body  surpasses  the  space  allowed  for  a  woman,  she 

appears big and powerful and as a result she is a threat to his manliness.  

Brand uses her size to assist in the domination of her husband.   Through 

her gags about the physical (and mental) command of her husband she has 

inverted gender roles.   

  It is not only her husband who finds himself dominated by Brand’s 

physicality.    Even  a  murdering  rapist  finds  himself  submissive  to  her.  

Brand tells us that she once ended up down a dark lane with a man who 

had  tattoos  on  him  that  said  ‘kill’,  which  she  had  initially  thought were 

meant to be ironic: 

And you never have anything useful  in your handbag with which  to 

kill your assailant, do you? 

Brand  is  standing  facing  the  audience.    She  gestures  with  her  left  hand 

emphatically, moving it up and down in quick succession, then leans in to 

the audience, looking at them directly.  

You  never  brought  the Moulinex mixer  with  castration  attachment 

with you, did you?  No!   

She leans back then leans forwards again, looking around the audience as 

if for an answer to her rhetorical question. 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Brand demonstrates her treatment of her husband 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All you’ve got is a bit of lippy, so your corpse looks quite attractive. 

She turns her body to the side then turns her head back to the audience.  

She begins to walk across the stage towards stage left. 

And in this situation I thought, ‘Well, I’m going to be killed.  I might as 

well be cheerful about it.’   

She stops and turns back to the audience.  Her right hand is held aloft and 

she makes a sweeping motion with  it as she rotates her body.   She turns 

her head to the audience and tosses it in an optimistic manner.  

I said, ‘right, what you gonna do now then?’   

She stops and faces the audience, addressing them directly with a  forced 

smile. 

And lucky for me he started crying.   

She gestures to her chest with her right hand and then gestures towards 

the audience. 

And a friend of mine said, ‘had he just put his glasses on?’   

She leans back slightly and tilts her head. 

Yes, I thought that was rather unkind as well. 

She turns her body towards stage left and begins to walk across the stage.  

Brand’s use of her body here is quite telling.  She is describing through her 

narration a potentially frightening and traumatic experience.  Yet her body 

gives  little  hint  that  anything  alarming  is  occurring.    She  stands  tall  and 

confident; she paces slowly; she uses arm gestures that are sweeping and 

controlled.   There  is no demonstration of  fear or panic here.   Her words 

and actions reveal a philosophical outlook:  she ponders  the  fact  that  she 

has not brought any weapons; she wonders what will happen next.  Brand 

reveals through her actions a command of the situation.  She is not afraid, 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she is in control.  And through this control she has rendered her assailant 

impotent.        

There are two elements to this male impotency.  The first is Brand’s 

question,  ‘what now?’ which can be read as a demand for sexual activity.  

Brand is not scared of sex with the man: she wants it; she challenges him 

to it.  This domination inhibits the male, who breaks down in tears.  Brand 

has again reversed the gender roles.  It is not the male raping Brand here, 

but  Brand  who  demands  sex  from  him.    Her  demonstration  of  sexual 

desire has undermined his ego and created the fear that he will not be able 

to fulfil her, he will not be able to perform sexually to her satisfaction, he 

will not be able  to maintain arousal.   Brand’s  role  reversal has  rendered 

him powerless.       

The  second  element  to  the  male  impotency  is  the  friend’s 

suggestion  that  it  is  Brand’s  looks  that  saved  her  from  her  attack.    The 

male  realises  that  he  does  not  find  her  attractive  and  instead  of  fearing 

that he will not be able to satisfy her sexual needs, he fears that he will not 

be able to attain arousal at all.  Once again, the role reversal has rendered 

him  powerless.    Brand  has  shifted  her  position  from  powerless  to 

powerful  through  her  relationship  to  her  body.    Brand  uses  this  gag  to 

invert  gender  relations,  give  patriarchy  a  taste  of  its  own medicine  and 

points  out  society’s  double  standards  with  regards  acceptable  gender 

behaviour.    Brand  challenges  our  acceptance  of  gender  stereotypes  by 

adopting  the  opposing  position,  causing  us  to  reflect  on  our  own 

assumptions.   

  Brand’s  gags are an unapologetic  articulation of her own physical 

stature, which mocks these established attitudes towards the female body. 

Brand  rejects  the  notion  that  she  is  supposed  to  be  in  someway 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embarrassed by her size or her attitude to food.  Not only does she refuse 

to  attempt  to  conform  to  society’s  bodily  expectations  in  terms  of  her 

weight,  but  she  also  reinforces  her  refusal  through  her  comic  material.  

Brand’s  refusal  is  a  challenge  to  social  order  and allows her  audience  to 

question  their  assumptions  and  attitudes  towards  her  based  on  their 

inherited ideas about size and beauty and their relationship to femininity. 

Brand’s  gags  do more  than make  her  audience  laugh.    They make  them 

think, they make them re‐evaluate their own position within their society.  

Brand  intrudes  on  our  presumptions  with  her  own  ideas  surrounding 

femininity,  sexuality  and  desirability  and  through  a  combination  of  her 

verbal material and her use of her body; she disrupts those presumptions. 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Conclusion: The Visual and The Verbal 

 

The  relationship between  the  spoken utterance, bodily gesture and 

facial  expression  has  been  at  the  forefront  of  the  research.    The 

project  has  evolved  through  intense  looking  and  listening,  my 

readings  of  the  three  comedic  works  having  informed  and 

transformed my practice, which in turn has fed back into the writing. 

When  I  began making my  practical  work  I  concentrated  on 

generating still  images that  involved text  in someway, either within 

the  physical  image  or  in  the  relationship  between  the  photograph 

and its title.  I was interested in verbal jokes, visual and verbal puns 

and  in  generating  humour  through  the  production  of  my  work.    I 

wanted to make my viewer laugh.  It was when I turned my attention 

to  silent  comedy,  to  Sherlock  Jr.  in  particular,  that  my  methods 

changed and I was able to begin producing work that addressed my 

research  concerns  directly.    It  was  at  this  point  that  I  realised  the 

importance of bodily movement  to my project.    I  stopped  trying  to 

make my viewer laugh and started concentrating on really looking at 

the gag.  My attention was now focused on the concept of a gag being 

a constructed moment in time, with a beginning, middle and end – all 

of which contributed to the effect the gag had on its viewer.  This was 

when I realised  that  I needed to  insert my own body  into my work 

because the gag always  implies a body in movement.    It was at  this 

point that the methodological potential of the video medium became 

clear to me, and I began to make what was to become Shorts.   

The work began as a series of video sketches.   I performed a 

gag  to  camera,  studied  my  performance  and  then  filmed  another 

version.    Each  take,  each  performance,  showed me  something  new 



  199 

and  became  an  invaluable  research method,  for  how  could  I  really 

understand  the  nature  of  performing  a  gag  without  doing  it  for 

myself?    Scrutinising  each  performance,  I  began  to  understand 

something of the subtlety of the silent comic.  I realised that it is not 

only what you do, but also how you do it, that solicits laughter from 

your audience.   The  comedy  is  in  the details,  in  the  slight  flick of  a 

wrist  or  brief  glance  to  camera.    I  also  began  to  realise  the 

importance  of  the  connection  between  the  performer  and  her 

material.    These  were  not  my  gags.    I  had  borrowed  them  and  as 

much  as  I  was  invested  in  performing  them  to  camera,  I  was  not 

invested in the generation of them in the first place.  I was removed 

from the context in which they had originally been produced and as a 

result, there would always be something lacking in my performance 

of them.        

Although  the  physical  act  of  making  the  work  taught  me  a 

great deal about performance and the gag, it was when I showed the 

work  publicly  and  listened  to  my  own  audience  that  the  work 

became  most  useful  as  an  analytical  tool.    The  videos  were  not 

supposed  to be  funny.   They were a  re‐presentation  to camera of a 

series  of  gags  by  an  unskilled  performer84  who  had  removed  the 

humour  from them.   They were  the shells of gags.   Or so  I  thought.  

And  yet  in  the  gallery  space  there  were  the  sounds  of  sniggering.  

Occasionally  fully  blown  laughter.    Talking  to  my  audience,  I 
                                                        
84 At least, I was an unskilled performer at the beginning of my engagement with 
the  video  works.    I  could  hardly  bear  to  watch  myself  on  screen  and  found 
presenting  my  work  at  research  seminars  excruciating.    As  time  passed  and  I 
became  both  a  more  practised  performer  and  used  to  seeing  myself  on  screen, 
watching my work no longer bothered me.  Feedback on my most recent collection 
of  video works  included  a number of  comments  about  the  ‘sophistication’  of my 
performance.    I  can  attribute  any  refinement  of  performance  to  practice  and  am 
confident that there was absolutely no sophistication to my earliest works. 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discovered  a  range  of  reasons  for  the  laughter.    There were  those 

that recognised the silent comedy references and considered my re‐

performances to be successful parodies.   There were some who did 

not  realise  the  references,  and  found  the  works  to  be  comically 

absurd.   There were others who simply  found amusement  from my 

performances.  It seemed that as soon as I stopped trying to make my 

audience laugh, they found the work funny. 

While the practical work demonstrated to me these elements 

to consider in relation to my own performance of the gag, it seemed 

important  that my writing  look at Keaton’s performance of  the gag 

and  it  was  at  this  point  that  I  began  to  examine  how  Keaton 

constructed  his  gags  and  how he  used  them  to  provoke  something 

beyond  laughter  in his audience.    It was here  that  I  really began  to 

discover  the  complexity  of  the  gag.    There  is  far more  to  consider 

than  its  simple  definition.    A  gag  is  involved with  narrative:  it  has 

narrative and it is part of narrative.  It is linked to the visual through 

the body, and as much as  the voice  is  linked to  the body,  the gag  is 

linked  to  the  verbal  through  the  voice.    The  gag  is  also  linked  to 

negotiation in terms of the relationship between the performer and 

the  audience.    This  audience  relationship  became  particularly 

important when I began working with Richard Pryor’s work Live  in 

Concert.    In  Shorts,  the  only  audience  I  really  had  to  contend with 

(until, of course, I exhibited the work) was the camera.  With Pryor’s 

stand‐up,  however,  there was  an  audience  that  he  interacted with, 

that he performed  for and  to.   Within my practice of  re‐enactment, 

which had by now moved on to incorporate stand‐up comedy, I had 

to consider what happened when I substituted a live audience with a 

video  camera,  and  (in  the  case  of  Pryor)  a  black male  for  a  white 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female.    The  silent  films  were  made  without  a  live  audience,  in  a 

sense  they  used  the  same  approach  that  I  did when  re‐performing 

their  gags:  the  camera  became  the  audience.    The  stand‐up 

performances,  however,  were  filmed  in  front  of  a  live  audience.  

There was an audience relationship that I removed in my production 

of the work.  My own work was a much more private affair than the 

source material.   My camera was my audience85 until  I  showed  the 

work publicly.   

A number of interesting things happened in the early stages of 

working  with  Pryor’s  material.    For  example,  during  the  planning 

stages for a group show when I proposed a sound piece that involved 

a  three‐minute  recital  of  part  of  Pryor’s  routine  (the  part  about 

police  brutality  against  black  people)  I  was  told  that  none  of  the 

other artists wanted my work beside theirs because of the language 

used  in my work.    Eventually  one  artist,  whose  paintings  included 

pornographic imagery, conceded that she did not mind ‘that much’ if 

my work went near hers.  During the weeklong period the show was 

on,  my  work  was  consistently  turned  down  to  a  barely  audible 

murmur.  It seemed that a Scottish female voice swearing and using 

the ‘N‐word’ was intolerable to most.   

This early work again raised  interesting questions about  the 

need  for  my  viewer  to  know  that  the  work  referenced  a  comic 

performance,  and  also  raised  questions  about  authenticity  of  voice 

and  authorship  of  material.    These  questions  became  even  more 

relevant when the work became the more formalised The Understudy 
                                                        
85 Although it is true to say that when I perform to the camera I am also performing 
to an imaginary audience, this is a very different experience from performing to an 
actual  audience.    The  atmosphere  does  not  change  in  the  room;  there  is  no 
laughter, no heckler, no awkward silence or shocked intake of breath.  Only silence. 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Part I (Speaking) and the viewer was able to confirm visually that the 

performer was not black, and therefore not licensed to use the type 

of  language  she  was  using.    Indeed,  The  Understudy  showed  me 

gender  and  race‐related  aspects  to  Pryor’s  subject  matter  that  I 

might not have considered if I had not taken this approach.  I began 

to  look  at  these  aspects  in  the  writing,  examining  how  Pryor  uses 

both  language  and  gesture  to  deal  with  the  issues  that  his  work 

raises.    This  process  took  me  back  to  the  practical  work,  to  the 

moving  image,  where  I  began  to  unpick  the  physical  movements 

Pryor  makes.    Filming  myself  making  the  same  gestures  as  Pryor, 

without  the  accompanying  words,  showed  me  something  of  the 

relationship between the two.    I began to cut the footage, repeating 

significant  gestures,  experimenting  with  their  connection  to  the 

spoken words, experimenting with their ability to visually punctuate 

Pryor’s  words.    This  lead  to  the  creation  of The  Understudy  Part  I 

(Moving)  and  the  realisation  that  in  order  to  show  my  viewer 

something  of  the  relationship  between  the  visual  and  the  verbal,  I 

would need to bring the two performance elements together.86        

As with my experience of working with Pryor’s material, my 

mimetic  treatment  of  Brand’s  physical  movements  within  the 

practice  showed  me  aspects  of  her  performance  that  I  would  not 

have  considered  through  writing  alone.    Brand’s  movements  are 

clearly very different from Pryor’s, movements that are linked to her 

body  size.    The  filming  of  my  performance  of  Brand’s  gestures 

allowed  me  to  see  how  Brand  uses  her  body  to  supplement  her 

words;  much  of  her  work  is  communicated  through  her  facial 

                                                        
86 The dual projection of The Understudy Part I. 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expressions  and  their  relationship  to her  tone of  voice.   On  editing 

and  cutting  the  footage  it  became  apparent  that  the  relationship 

between  Brand’s  words  and  her  use  of  her  body  is  far  more 

complicated than I had originally appreciated and I was able to bring 

this awareness to my writing.  

Brand occupies a subjective position within her work.  She is 

objectified in a number of ways: comic performer, female performer, 

large  woman,  yet  she  deals  with  her  material  from  her  own 

subjective position.  The substitution of her performance for mine in 

The Understudy Part  II  raised a number of questions about my own 

subjectivity  and  authorship.    With  my  treatment  of  Pryor’s  work, 

there are indications to guide the viewer to the fact that the words I 

am  speaking  are  not mine.   With  Brand’s  work,  there  are  no  such 

suggestions.    If  the  viewer  were  not  aware  that  I  am  referencing 

Brand’s work, there is nothing to intimate it.  Like Brand, I am female 

and white and although I am not a mother, my viewer has no way to 

know this; I could be speaking my own words.  Once again issues of 

authorship  and  the  need  for  my  viewer  to  know  that  my  work 

references another were raised.     

My  approach  to  the  works  of  Keaton,  Pryor  and  Brand 

allowed each one to show me something different of the relationship 

between the visual and the verbal.  Through the close readings of the 

three works and the variety of ways they informed my practice I was 

able  to  push  my  work  in  order  to  help  me  answer  my  research 

questions.    The  techniques  I  employed  in  the  production  of  the 

practical  work  and  the  questions  and  issues  that  those  techniques 

raise  are  suggestive  of  further  research.    On  several  occasions  I 

considered  doing  a  live  performance  of  some  of  the material  from 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Pryor and Brand that I have been working with.  Each time I decided 

that this method was not appropriate to this research and I resumed 

the video techniques.87   At this point, a live performance seems like 

the  next  natural  step  if  I  am  to  take  this  project  further.    This will 

allow me  greater  understanding  of  the  relationship  between  a  live 

performer  and  her  audience,  of  the  negotiation  that  takes  place 

between  the  two,  of  the  communication  that  occurs  that  it  is  only 

possible to discern through doing.     

The degree to which the visual and the verbal are inherently 

linked  within  a  comedic  moment  is  a  revealing  aspect  of  the 

research.    The  visual  and  verbal  function  differently,  but  they 

function  in  relation  to  each  other;  they  enrich  each  other.    In  the 

silent  comedy  of  Buster  Keaton,  which  one  might  be  forgiven  for 

assuming  is a purely visual medium;  there  is a connection between 

the visual and the verbal.  The visual is dominant, given the fact most 

of  the  communication  takes  place  through  physical  action,  but  the 

verbal  exists  as  inter‐titles  and  in  the  different  voices  ‘speaking’ 

within the work.  But this is further complicated by the fact that even 

then,  the  audience  reads  the  words,  which  returns  them  to  the 

domain of  the visual.    In  the  stand‐up comedy of Richard Pryor, he 

speaks  his  words  and  he  makes  animated  gestures,  but  neither 

makes much sense without their relationship to each other.  That is, 

neither  solicits  much  laughter  without  their  relationship  to  each 

other.  With Jo Brand’s work, the connection between the visual and 

verbal is subtler.   Brand’s verbal style is fairly deadpan, particularly 

in comparison  to Richard Pryor.   And unlike Pryor, Brand does not 

                                                        
87 I could not say for sure why I decided against this within the practice, but I could 
suggest stage fright as one possible reason. 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rely  on  her  body  for  many  of  her  punch  lines.    Rather,  Brand’s 

gestures  serve  to  supplement  her  words,  compliment  them.    They 

demonstrate  an  authority  and  a  forcefulness  that  indicates  that 

although  we  are  laughing,  we  had  better  take  what  she  is  saying 

seriously.     

Gags  provide  us  with  an  alternative  way  of  looking  at  the 

world and change our way of thinking.  One tends to think of comedy 

in  terms  of  the  physiological  response:  the  amused  laugh,  the 

repulsed  groan,  the  shocked  intake  of  breath.    Comedy  gathers 

around  points  of  tension  within  a  social  structure,  around  points 

where there is already an element of disruption.   And so gags allow 

the  expression  of  ideas  that would  otherwise  remain  unexpressed.  

Rarely  do we  give much  thought  to  the  effect  of  these  gags:  to  the 

change  in  our  thinking,  to  the  transformation  of  our  perception.    I 

hope  that  through  the  course  of  this  research  I  have  managed  to 

demonstrate  that  this  change  does  not  happen  at  the  moment  of 

laughter, it happens slightly later.  It happens after the laughter. 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