The Comic Vision: Restoring the Balance

Comedy arose in Greece as Tragedy did. Many tragedies contain potentially comic plots, just as comedies are filled with tragic potential. Therefore…

Tragedy can be seen as an abortive or incomplete comedy, in which affairs go wrong, and Comedy can be considered a tragedy in which the truth is discovered (or covered up), the hero saves the day, the villain is overcome and equilibrium and balance are restored. 

The major differences are that tragedy moves toward despair or death, while comedy moves toward success, happiness and marriage. Tragic diction is elevated and heroic: comic diction can be elevated too, but often it is common or colloquial, and although it is frequently witty, it is also often witless and bawdy. 

The Comic Pattern

Comic means that a literary work or set of situations conforms to the patterns and characteristics of comedy. Comedy and the term comic suggest a pattern of action, including funny situations and language that we perceive as solvable and correctable. The patterns grow out of character or situation, and it leads to a resolution that satisfies us.

1. Comic Problems: At beginning of Comedy can be individual or societal: Thwarted love, eccentric behavior, and corruption in high places. Moving from exposition to complication, the problems get much worse. Complication is fueled by misunderstanding, mistakes in identity, errors in judgment, excessive or unreasonable behavior and coincidences. 

2. Comic Climax: Confusion reaches a peak, misunderstanding is dominant, pressure is at a high point, choices must be made and solutions found, The catastrophe—changing or turning point—often introduces a sudden revelation in which a key fact or identity, or event is planned to characters and audience at the same time.

3. Comic Denouement: Resolves the initial problems and allows for comic resolution which involves “setting things right” at every level of action. Individual lives are straightened out, people at odds with each other are reconciled, new families are formed through marriage, and a healthy social order is reestablished. 

Education and Change: two key features of comedy—characters learn something about themselves, their society or the way to love and live. Their education makes it possible for them to improve, and by implication, for the world to improve. Alternately some comedies educate the audience and or reader.

Comic Characters—Usually stock characters who represent classes, types, and generations.

Comic Language—Important vehicle for humor. Some comedies are characterized by elegant and witty language, while others by puns and bawdy jokes. Characters in comedies tend to be masters of language or are mastered by it. 

The Comedic Ladder:  Types of Comedy
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Low Comedy puts emphasis on funny remarks and outrageous circumstances: complications develop from situation and plot rather than from character. Farce—derived from Latin word farsus, meaning “stuffed”— involves outlandish physical comedy overflowing with silly characters, improbable happenings, wild clowning, and extravagant language

1. Obscenity is the lowest form of humor, dramatically obsolete except in combination with a higher form.  It involves literature of the digestive processes and the most animalistic elements of lovemaking, which can be seen in the comedies of Aristophanes, farces of the Middle Ages,  and American Burlesque.

2. Physical Mishap characterizes the comic form known as slapstick. An extreme form of farce named after the double paddles (“slap sticks”) that made loud cracking noises when actors used them in the commedia dell’ arte (a 16th-17th century  farce developed in Italy and France by traveling companies which used characters who recurred play to play in a plot of intrigue). Slapstick depends heavily on exaggerated poses and facial expressions. Objects like paddles, pies, pails, paint, paste or toilet paper are combined with improbable actions such as squirming, hiding, tripping, stumbling, falling, and flopping. 

3. Plot Device involves “misunderstanding,” cross-purposes, inopportune or embarrassing experiences, mistaken identity.

4. Verbal Wit involves the skillful use of language to elicit humor from ordinary situations. This may include the one-line joke or more subtle plays on words. 

5. Farce is the highest form of low comedy. It bridges the gap between low and high comedy.

High Comedy is witty, graceful and sophisticated. The complications grow out of character rather than situation, and the appeal is to the intellect. 

1. Inconsistencies of Character—the unexpected on the part of the individual; the surprise action or speech contrary to appearance or nature

2. Romantic Comedy—Action and character viewed from the standpoint of earnest young lovers. Built on a plot of intrigue featuring lovers who try to overcome opposition to achieve a successful union. The aim of such comedy is amusement and entertainment rather than ridicule and reform. Although vice and folly may be exposed, especially in the antagonists blocking the lovers, the dominant impulse is toleration and amused indulgence. 

3. Comedy of Ideas and Satire involve humankind’s ability to laugh at that which is closest to the heart—family, friends, religion, politics, county, ourselves.

4. Comedy of Manners examines and satirizes attitudes and customs in the light of high intellectual and moral standards. The dialogues of witty and sophisticated and characters are often measured according to their linguistic and intellectual powers. The love plots are serious and real.

5. Satire is designed to ridicule vices and follies. Satire is “a dish filled with mixed fruits,” a kind of writing that ridicules human weaknesses, vice or folly, in order to bring about social reform.  This includes any piece of writing designed to make its readers feel critical of themselves, of their fellow human beings, or of their society. Some satires are intended to make us laugh at human follies and weaknesses; others make us angry and indignant at human vices and crimes. Satirists are dissatisfied with things as they are, and they want to make them better. Instead of giving constructive advice though, they emphasize what is wrong with the world and its inhabitants. 


Satire is a literary form of criticism. Many societies believe that traditions, customs and institutions embody truth. The satirist often sees that in reality the custom, etc., is not making human existence secure and rich, but rather is causing serious damage. Therefore the society is not based on truth but rather is embracing a lie—founded on evil. The satirists attacks this evil through ridicule and the tools of his trade are Exaggeration/Hyperbole, Understatement, Incongruity, Sarcasm (Verbal Irony), irony, humor, wit, burlesque, caricature, invective, bathos, parody, stereotype, litotes…and cold realistic detail. 

Two approaches of the satirist: 

1. Formal/Direct: The satiric voice speaks usually in 1st person either directly to the reader or to character in satire called the Adversarius.

2. Indirect: The satire is expressed through a narrative with characters who are the butt of the satire and are ridiculed by what they themselves say and do. Much of great literary satire is indirect. 

Formal Satire: 2 Types

1. Horation=Gentle, urbane, smiling, it aims to correct by broadly sympathetic laughter. Sometimes referred to as “Bemused,” it is detached and has no deep desire to effectuate change.  Based on the style of Horace, its purpose may be “to hold up a mirror” so readers can see themselves and their world honestly. The vices and follies satirized are not destructive—they reflect the stupidity of people, the superficiality and meaninglessness of their lives and the barrenness of their values. 

2. Juvenalian= Biting, bitter, angry; it points with contempt and indignation, (saeva indignation, savage outrage based on the style of the Roman poet Juvenal, after whom Swift based his style) to the corruption of human being and institutions.  Juvenalian satire is sometimes referred to as “angry:” to the satirist, the vices and follies perceived in the world are intolerable and enraging. This kind of satire uses both sarcasm and irony.

Irony

Most great literature involves some double awareness, some recognition that every truth is only partial and is qualified by its opposite. This sense of irony, which is really an extension of Romantic Irony, does not oppose what is apparent to what is real, but a partial reality to another partial reality: the ironic tone, according to this meaning, is a refusal of complete commitment to any single view of things as too simple.

Dramatic irony occurs when characters on the stage or on the page act upon assumptions so far opposite to the truth that there is striking discrepancy between what they believe and what the reader or the audience recognizes as fact—Oedipus the King is an example of dramatic irony.

Verbal irony results from the contrast of seeming with being, of statement with actuality.

Sarcasm is extreme form of irony that is cutting, personally insulting, and unmistakable; it is closely related to invective.

Invective is harsh, abusive language directed to an audience.

Irony of understanding, or meiosis, is an intentional understatement for humorous or serious effect. “Meiosis” comes from the Greek word meaning “lessening.”  For example, Holden Caulfield refers to his having “a tiny tumor in the brain.”


Litotes is a form of understatement in which a thing is affirmed by stating the negative of its opposite.  For example: “not bad” means “good.”

Socratic irony is a sophisticated assumption of ignorance (pretending ignorance) or uncertainty, by one who knows his mind or her own mind. A familiar teaching device used by Socrates, which involves asking apparently innocent questions that direct another person to recognize the inconsistencies, or absurdities in his own thought. A literary device related to Socratic irony is the use by a sophisticated narrator of a naïve commentator or hero, who gullibly accepts the apparent meanings of things when the reader can see that the real meanings are very different. 

Cosmic irony is the view in which the world seems always to hold frustration and emptiness precisely when humans believe they can find fulfillment.

Hyperbole is exaggeration of heightened effect or humor. 

Caricature occurs in writing that exaggerates certain individual qualities of a person and produces a burlesque, a ridiculous effect which is likely to treat merely personal qualities.

Burlesque is a form of comedy characterized by ridiculous exaggeration and distortion: the sublime may be made absurd; honest emotions may be turned to sentimentality; a serious subject may be treated frivolously or a frivolous subject seriously. The essential quality is the discrepancy between subject mater and style. A style ordinarily dignified may be used for nonsense or a nonsensical style may be used to ridicule a weighty subject. A distinction from parody is often made, in which burlesque is a travesty of a literary form and parody a travesty of a particular work.

Parody is a composition imitating another, usually serious, piece. It is designed to ridicule a work or its style or author. Parody works by keeping the targeted subject constant while lowering the subject.

Bathos is a lapse in mood from the sublime to the absurd or trivial. It uses

reductio ad absurdum “reducing to absurdity” to show the falsity of an argument or position. For example, the more sleep one gets the healthier one is, and then, by the process of reductio ad absurdum, one who has sleeping sickness and sleeps for months on end is really in the best of health. 

Verisimilitude is the semblance of truth, the presentation of details, however far-fetched, in such a way as to give the appearance of truth and to sweep the reader, for the moment at least, into belief of them. The term indicates the degree to which a work creates the appearance of truth, often using examples from ordinary life. 

