
NAA F11

Monday, April 3, 2006 THE AGE 11

Secretsof
thefunny
business
LeighParryreportsonacrash
courseincomedyappreciationthat
willhaveyourollingintheaisles.

Don Romeo
believes
Australians do
pathos so well
because they are
happy.
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Whatreallyshineswhen
Australians(comedians)
gotoLondonisthatweare
reallyhappy.

DOMROMEO

WHAT is the secret of a
good gag? Does slapstick
make you snicker? Do

verbal gymnastics evoke a
guffaw?

A crash course in comedy
appreciation at Melbourne’s
Centre for Adult Education
seeks to uncover what tickles
our funny bones by exploring
how we laugh and the culture
and history of comedy.

Sydney comedy writer and
reviewer Dom Romeo will steer
participants through the five-
week course, titled (Don’t)
Make Me Laugh.

Working comedians will also
share their ‘‘war stories’’ and
participants will be assigned
different performances to see in
the 2006 Melbourne
International Comedy Festival.

Romeo is known as the
‘‘hanging judge’’ of the NSW
heats of Raw Comedy, the
festival’s national open-mic
stand-up competition, and also
hosts Radio Ha Ha with
Tammy Tantschev on digital
station 2GB Sydney.

He says that like any art
form, comedy is not purely sub-
jective and people can learn to
appreciate different styles.

‘‘Can you teach people to
appreciate painting? The
comment might be ‘I don’t like
this modern art rubbish’, but
when you look into it, you can
appreciate it.’’

Romeo says he has a
‘‘grudging admiration’’ for
some comedians he did not
find funny, such as England’s
Roy Chubby Brown.

Who does he rate as Aus-
tralia’s shining stars of comedy?

‘‘That’s such a poisoned-
chalice question. The thing
about Australia at the moment
is we are spoilt for choice.’’

His list of favourites include
Wil Anderson and Carl Barron
(‘‘hilarious’’), and from the
female ranks, Kitty Flanagan,
Rachel Berger, Corinne Grant
and Terri Psiakis.

Two relative newcomers to
the industry he tips will have a
big future are Christina Davis,
an original Big Brother house-
mate who is doing a show at
the Comedy Festival this year,
and fellow radio host Tantschev.

He prefers not to attribute a
‘‘brand’’ of humour to Australia
but says our sunny dispositions
appeal to audiences overseas:
comedians such as Adam Hills

and Kitty Flanagan are popular
examples.

‘‘What really shines when
Australians (comedians) go to
London is that we are really
happy. We brighten people up.’’

This is why, Romeo
theorises, Australian comedians
are so brilliant at sending up
characters, pointing to Chris
Lilley’s housewife-turned-
rolling-athlete Pat Mullins, and

aspiring actor Ricky Wong in
his ABC ‘‘mockumentary’’
series We Can be Heroes.

‘‘Australians do pathos well;
maybe because we are so happy
we can explore pathos,’’ he says.

He would like to see more
support for aspiring comedians
— ‘‘there are times when I see
great talent not taken up by
television’’ — and financial
backing for comedy feature
films.

He says Australian comedies
have tended to be built on the
same template of ‘‘little battler
against powers that be’’, which
is part of our film heritage, but
there are opportunities for
writers to come up with new
ideas.

St Kilda’s Rebecca Lee, 26, is
hoping to find some inspiration
from Romeo’s comedy appreci-
ation course from an academic
and enthusiast’s point of view.

Ms Lee is doing a profes-
sional writing and editing
diploma in comedy at Victoria
University, following a three-
year degree in creative arts.

She is a regular audience
member on the stand-up circuit
and has booked tickets to 20

acts at this year’s Comedy
Festival.

She hopes the course will
give her some first-person
insight into the workings of the
comedy industry — something
she felt was lacking in her
academic studies.

‘‘It was great theory but
didn’t include speaking to
people in the industry. I’d like
to learn the difference between
writing comedy for radio and
television and hopping up on
stage and doing it live.’’

She says it will also be
interesting to learn how
newcomers got their start in the
business and where they draw
their inspiration.

The five-session course will run
on Mondays from 6-8pm from
today to May 1 at the Centre for
Adult Education, 96 Flinders
Street, Melbourne. For more
information phone:
9652 0611.

Higher
EDUCATION

STUDY SOJOURN
Explore opportunities for overseas
study at the University of
Melbourne’s Student Exchange Fair.
Grand Buffet Hall, Union Building,
tomorrow, 10am-4pm. Inquiries:
8344 7452.

BAGHDAD AND BACK
Visiting Professor Amatzia Baram
will examine Iraq’s present and
future from an historical perspective.
Carrillo Gantner Theatre, University
of Melbourne, Wednesday,
6.30-7.45pm. Inquiries: 8344 5961.

MAINTAIN YOUR BRAIN
Howard Florey Institute’s top neuro-
scientists present their latest research
into brain disorders. Bio21 Institute
Auditorium, University of
Melbourne, tomorrow, 6pm-7.30pm.
Inquiries: 8344 1642.

STICKING THEIR NECK OUT
A barbecue breakfast for prospective
students is part of RMIT Univer-
sity’s Chiropractic Students’ Week.
Bundoora West, Wednesday, 8am.
Email events to:
jgrumont@theage.com.au

THIRDDEGREE ADAMMORTON

BREATHING EASIER
A scare ran through Monash
University last week when
asbestos was found in a build-
ing at its Frankston campus.
Parts of Building B — home to
education, medicine, nursing
and health science students and
staff — were shut and security
guards employed to stop
anyone entering. Tests later
found traces of asbestos in
settled dust. University media
director John DuBois said the
asbestos was ‘‘below exposure
standards’’, or not at dangerous
levels. The building was being
cleaned over the weekend with
the expectation it would open
tomorrow. ‘‘It was raised by a
staff member complaining
about excessive dust,’’
Mr DuBois said, adding the

complaint was taken seriously
because of the age of the build-
ings at the peninsula campus.
‘‘They were all built around the
’60s and most buildings that
were built around then were
always built with asbestos in
them.’’ Mr DuBois said the uni-
versity may have overreacted in
closing part of its campus dur-
ing term but ‘‘it was better to
be safe than sorry’’. The aca-
demics’ union said the
university had dealt with the
problem appropriately.

SOPORIFIC SPECIFICS
There’s no getting around it:
discussion of the research
quality framework — the pro-
posed new system under which
research funding will be based
on quality and impact, rather

than quantity of work — is
enough to put most people to
sleep. Which is not, of course,
to undersell its importance. It
will be vital in shaping what
different universities can
offer, and the choices avail-
able to students and
academic staff. But it’s not
easy for the lay person to
follow. The preferred
model released last week
included diagrams that
were not dissimilar to
Labor’s ‘‘Knowledge
Nation’’ spaghetti pic-
tures that bamboozled
the public before the 2001
federal election. Here’s hoping
the model devised by the new
advisory group, headed by chief
scientist Jim Peacock, is more
clear cut. Critics fear univer-

sities outside the elite Group of
Eight will suffer, that depart-
ments and staff will go.
Education Minister Julie Bishop
says changes are needed so
individual universities can focus
on their strengths. Everyone is
hoping the scheme that is
chosen is more successful than
the British research funding
model. Similar to the proposed
Australian framework, it was
abandoned last week after
nearly 20 years.

THE CASE FOR RACE
Picture this: you are a first-year
university student. Your lecturer
tells your class there is a
‘‘persistent gap’’ in IQ levels
between ethnic groups. How do
you react? If you were a student
at Leeds University, you might

join more than 500 students in
demonstrating and signing a
petition calling for the lecturer
to be sacked. Russian and
Slavonic studies lecturer Frank
Ellis has been suspended indefi-
nitely, pending an investigation.
The university has distanced
itself from the comments,
calling them abhorrent, but said
there was no evidence Dr Ellis
had discriminated against
students. The investigation will
look at whether he breached the
race relations act and failed to
respond to ‘‘reasonable
requests’’ to apologise to
offended students. Dr Ellis has
invoked the free speech defence
and said he had never treated a
black student differently to a
white one. The disciplinary pro-
cess is expected to take months.


