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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Daragh Connolly                                     Ref No. 40/09  
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Two
	Tommy Tiernan, Live in Chicago
	29 December 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Connolly’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: sections 3.2 sexual conduct, 3.3 coarse & offensive language and 3.4 persons and groups in society).  Mr. Connolly states that as a stand-up comedy show, Tommy Tiernan presented a vivid picture of the possible appearance and performance of Jesus (as a man of 2000 years ago) during his life and mission, being perhaps very small, deformed, grotesque and shambling, stumbling around the stage, mumbling nonsense.  His presentation also suggested that many of us may have first learned about sex by having to listen and be aware of the prolonged sexual encounter in the room next door between our “mammy” and our “daddy”, made explicit by a range of unmistakeable, indecent and grossly exaggerated sound effects.
Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that this complaint relates to an edited recording of a live performance by Tommy Tiernan on stage in Chicago.  The programme was broadcast on RTÉ Two, a channel known for broadcasting after the watershed, comedy programmes more suitable for adult audiences.  It was broadcast at 10.30p.m. an hour and a half after the beginning of the watershed.  The programme received a MA (Mature Audience) classification and carried a warning from Presentation that the programme contained strong language.

This was a typical Tommy Tiernan performance with his usual range of jokes about alcohol, the Irish psyche, priests, Jesus, drugs, his parents, etc. It contained frequent usage of the expletive fuck.  

It is hard to believe that there are many Irish people who are unaware of Tommy Tiernan’s style of humour.  The targets of his manic humour do not change much, the Catholic Church, the education system, Irish attitudes to alcohol and sex are his stock and trade subjects. In his performance on stage in Chicago he ranged over his usual subjects.

Mr. Connolly’s complaint refers to a number of jokes Tommy Tiernan made, one of these referred to the physical appearance of Jesus.  Tommy Tiernan suggested the real Jesus, as opposed to the image we are given today, was more likely to resemble the actor Danny De Vito.  This is hardly an offensive joke for most people.  RTÉ regrets that Mr. Connolly finds it offensive, but believes most members of the audience would have accepted it as simply an example of Tommy Tiernan’s humour.  If anything it is simply a reference to the fact that people were smaller two thousand years ago then they are now.

The second sequence of jokes the complainant raises are a number Tommy Tiernan told about listening to his parents making love when he was a child.  Once again these jokes were typical of Tommy Tiernan’s sense of humour, exaggerated, over-the-top, but not particularly offensive, especially to those familiar with his humour. 

When the BCC upheld previous complaints about Tommy Tiernan he was appearing on the Late Late Show.  The audience for that show would have quite different expectations to an audience for a recording of a live stand up performance by Tommy Tiernan. In addition, the two programmes were broadcast on different channels with quite different audience profiles. 

It is RTÉ’s view that the programme broadcast on 29 December did not breach the BCI Code of Programme Standards in regard to taste and decency. Section 3.2.1 states that broadcasters shall have due regard to the appropriateness of, and/or justification for, the inclusion of sexual conduct during programme material.  Section 3.4.5 states that broadcasters shall take measures to prevent undue offence in the treatment of religious views, beliefs or images during programme material.  
RTÉ argues that neither of these sections was breached in the programme and that Mr. Connolly’s reaction to the programme was not typical of most viewers. Contemporary Irish stand up comedians frequently take as their subject matter, jokes about religions and sex.  Tommy Tiernan was no exception to this in his performance. 
Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint relates to particular sketches in a performance of a recorded broadcast of a live show of the comedian Tommy Tiernan.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to the Code of Programme Standards and in particular, sections 3.2 sexual conduct, 3.3 coarse & offensive language and 3.4 persons and groups in society.  The Commission noted the Continuity Announcers introduction to the broadcast, the broadcaster’s programme classification and the time of broadcast.  In the introduction to the programme the Announcer stated:

‘Now on Two, time for loads of laughs and lots of strong language, it is our man Tommy Tiernan in Chicago.’

The visual of ‘MA’ (Mature Audience) was then clearly visible on the screen followed by a caption in capital letters, ‘Tommy Tiernan Live in Chicago’.  The time of broadcast was 10.30 p.m.  Audiences would be familiar with the humour of Tommy Tiernan and such contemporary comedians.  The content of his stand-up regularly includes addressing aspects of modern society including religion and sex.  Therefore, one could expect that major religious figures and relationships would be subjected to caustic humour.  In this particular broadcast, the comedian’s humour included jokes about the depiction of the appearance of Jesus Christ.  He questioned the modern day depictions in the context of what is now known about nutrition; he queried whether the depictions of a tall man is congruent with the diet of 2000 years ago.  The humour was not aimed at the figure of Jesus Christ, but rather his portrayal in pictorial images today.  With regard to the sexual references to his parent’s relationship, the Commission noted that there were no explicit sexual references.  The Comedian related his childhood memories of his parent’s sexual relationship by mimicking the bed noises he remembered.  It was evident to the listener that the material was exaggerated for comedic effect.  While the Commission would acknowledge that some viewers may have found the content somewhat puerile, there was no explicit and/or indecent sound effects evident as submitted by the complainant.

The broadcaster ensured that the viewer was fore-warned of the adult nature of the pending content of the broadcast.  Audiences would be familiar with the content of Tommy Tiernan’s humour.  Further, the programme was broadcast at 10.30 p.m. on RTÉ Two, a time and slot which regular RTÉ Two viewers would be familiar with such genre of programming.  While the Commission would acknowledge that humour can often walk a tight rope, societal attitudes are open to scrutiny and are regularly challenged through the medium of comedy, which can be hard-hitting.  While the content was challenging, it was clearly exaggerated for comic effect.  

Given the scheduling and classification decisions of the broadcaster coupled with the context of the humour relating to Jesus Christ and the non-explicit sexual content of the joke about his parent’s relationship, the Commission was of the opinion that the programme was not in breach of the Code of Programme Standards on the grounds submitted by the complainant.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(d) Code of Programme Standards – 3.2 sexual conduct, 3.3 coarse & offensive language and 3.4 persons and groups in society.
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