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FOR a comedian who claims to ‘not
have any jokes’ Stewart Lee has
certainly done all right. 

The adulation he receives from critics
and fans is matched by the number of
people who just don’t get him and are left
baffled by his deadpan delivery and lack
of punchlines. 

But for a man who co-wrote Jerry
Springer the Opera, directed the Mighty
Boosh’s first live show and has estab-
lished himself as a cult figure on the com-
edy scene, he’s not too bothered about
those who don’t embrace his deconstruc-
tive approach to the game. 

Stewart boasts a collection of bad
reviews on his website, including the one
from the Sun we’ve used as our headline,
above, and has even savaged himself in a
negative self-penned review in Time Out. 

“It’s a practical consideration,” he says,
explaining his exclusive approach. 

“I’d like to be able to carry on working
until I die and the couple of times I did
reach a mass audience, the response from
the tabloids was so hostile it meant I was
unable to work.”

Because of these bad experiences, he
actively discourages  mass interest in his
comedy and prefers to carry on appealing
to a smaller but loyal crowd.

Stewart caused a tabloid storm, by say-
ing he wished Top Gear presenter
Richard Hammond had been decapitated
in his horror crash. 

He then brushed off the comments
with the phrase “it’s a joke, you know, like
on Top Gear.” 

The Daily Mail didn’t share his reason-
ing, that if the presenters of the hit BBC
show were able to brush aside outrageous
remarks as ‘jokes’, then he could too. 

He adds: “TV pays less than what peo-
ple would expect and I feel just about ade-
quately compensated for the inconven-
ience of being recognisable to a small
amount of people. 

“Unless I was able to live in a gated
community in the Yorkshire Dales, I
wouldn’t want to be more recognisable.” 

He always wanted to be a writer – but
admits that he had no idea how to
approach comedy. 

As a youngster in the early Eighties he
wasn’t inspired by what he saw, but
everything changed when he encoun-
tered self-dubbed ‘anti-comedian’ Ted
Chippington, famed for his listless mono-
tone and onstage air of boredom. 

“The idea of stand-up didn’t exist,”
explains Stewart. “Apart from folk
singers like Jasper Carrot or Billy
Connelly, or Oxbridge satirists like
Rowan Atkinson. 

“There was working man comedy,
where it was all Pakistani immigrant
jokes, or ultra-left wing stuff.  In 1984 I

went to see a band called the Fall and
sometimes comedians would go on before
bands. 

“I saw a comedian, Ted Chippington.
He didn’t have any jokes at all, he just
had really long, monotonous things and
he seemed to enjoy annoying the audi-
ence. I had never seen anything so excit-
ing. 

“To be a comedian you didn’t need to be
happy or look like you wanted to be there
– or have any jokes – I thought I could

probably do that.” 
But for a comedian, Stewart seems to

be a reluctant one. His offbeat style sees
him avoiding mainstream comedy cir-
cuits and panel shows. 

“It’s a bit like being in love with some-
one, but it annoys you,” he says. “So you
try and deny it. I think I’ve spent 23 years
trying to escape it, by doing it in a really
weird way. 

“I’ve avoided all the venues you’re sup-
posed to play. I’ve got no jokes and you
don’t see me in panel games. Yet some-
how I’m still a comedian. 

“If you try and eliminate every possible
support and you’re still doing it... I sup-
pose that means that’s what you are.” 

Stewart says that having kids has
altered his performances, although he’s
unlikely to start cracking jokes on how
amusing children are. 

He says: “What had changed is about a
year ago someone said to me ‘you used to
be really tightly written and now it’s
much looser’. 

“I tried to pretend that’s a positive
direction I’ve deliberately taken, but in
fact I used to sit at home writing it all out.
Now it’s quite hard to do that, with child-
care responsibilities like giving them a
bath. I tend to work out shows onstage
now.” 

But has the presence of children in his
life changed Stewart’s cynical view? 

“I’m not the kind of person who’s going
to write a show about how funny children
are,” he says. “I’m quite cynical about the
world, I’ve always hated everything, and I
still am, I still do. 

“But you’ve got to hope that things will
get better. You have to have a frustrated
idealism, because you want them to have
a good life.” 

Stewart brings his show Vegetable
Stew – a collection of short sets which he
chops and changes according to the audi-
ence – to the Cliffs Pavilion next month.
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