
   

Go! -- Get well laughing 

Stand-up touted as a mental health panacea 
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What: Stand-up Comedy and Mental Health (a lecture) 

Where: Eric Martin Pavilion, 1900 Fort St. 

When: Saturday, 7 p.m. 

Admission: By donation 

- - - 

Call it the laughter cure. 

David Granirer believes Victorians with mental health problems 
ought to do stand-up comedy. It's wonderful therapy, he says. 

Indeed, the Vancouver mental health counsellor aims to start a new 
branch of his national Stand Up for Mental Health program in our 
city. That is, as long as he can organize funding. 

On Saturday night, Granirer will speak on comedy and mental health at the Eric Martin Pavilion. This will be 
followed by a screening of Cracking Up. The documentary, which aired on CBC television last August, 
chronicles the story of Granirer's Stand Up for Mental Health classes, in which people with mental problems -- 
some schizophrenic, depressed or bipolar -- learn to become stand-up comedians. 

Granirer, 47, is himself a part-time comedian who was successfully treated for depression (in high school, he 
was hospitalized after attempting suicide). In 2004, he founded the first Stand Up for Mental Health class in 
Vancouver. Since then, he has started branches of the program in Chilliwack, Abbotsford, Ottawa, Guelph, 
Fort Frances, Ont., and Toronto. There was another in Courtenay, but that program is on the backburner due 
to lack of funding. 

He says stand-up comedy helps the mentally ill escape lives of isolation and shame. Once outsiders, his joke-
lobbing clients begin to feel they fit in by doing something meaningful and important. Granirer said his 

fledgling comics display improved social skills and self-esteem. 

"All of a sudden, your status has been lifted and you're somebody. That's often an experience that people with 

mental health problems don't have." 

Researchers at the University of Western Ontario are now studying his program -- which Granirer believes is 

unique in Canada -- to obtain hard data on the results. 

One of his comedy clients, Robbie, is a young schizophrenic who had drug problems and spent six months in 

Port Coquitlam's Riverview psychiatric hospital. He was able to use his illness as material for his comedy, for 
example, talking about the voices in his head. Airing such secrets is a cathartic experience, said Granirer. 
Meanwhile, clients such as Robbie benefit by being coaxed back into society -- taking buses, making friends in 
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the class and so on. 

"He'd failed at everything so often it was like he died," said Granirer. "As far as his mom is concerned [the 
class] brought him back to life." 

Another participant who appeared in Cracking Up is Vancouver playwright Eufemia Fantetti, formerly of 
Victoria, who suffered from depression. 

Granirer first became interested in comedy after noticing jokes he told trainees in the mental health field went 
down well. Encouraged, he tried out at an amateur night at Vancouver's Punchlines comedy club in 1993. 

"I totally bombed." 

Undeterred, Granirer took a course in stand-up comedy, tried again and was successful. He became an 
amateur night regular in the mid-'90s, then went on to teach a night-school course on stand-up comedy at 

Langara College. It was there that Granirer first noticed the therapeutic possibilities of comedy. A student told 
him she was able to take an airplane flight without fear after doing her stand-up routine the previous night. 

"She said, 'Once I did stand-up comedy I felt I could do anything.' " 

Ironically, Granirer says many professional comics perceived as normal people suffer from mental illnesses. 
Not many regular folk are drawn to a profession that requires hanging out nightly at clubs in an environment 
that encourages smoking, drinking and drugging. 

"That's not the kind of lifestyle that attracts happy, well-balanced people," he said, adding that his clients play 
health conferences and annual fundraisers at Vancouver's Arts Club Theatre. 

The way the mentally ill are portrayed in the media tends to promote negative stereotypes, added Granirer. 
He notes that Vancouver newspapers made much of a bipolar man shot and killed by police in August after he 
attacked them with a chain. Yet when Cracking Up -- a good news story about the mentally ill -- was aired the 

same month, the media virtually ignored it. 

He jokes that if plumbers made national headlines every time they shot someone, then "you would be really 
afraid of plumbers." 
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