Comic / Satiric Mode





The basis of this mode is the comic effect (humor).





Humor / comic effect is a type of  stimulation that causes the laughter reflex.


Satire is an intentional use of the comic effect for the purposes of improving the morals.








Humor and the comic effect.





The laughter reflex is an activity without any utilitarian value. It has no apparent biological purpose. Its only function seems to be to provide relief from tension. Two main factors are important for the comic effect: intellectual and emotional.








1) Intellectual basis of the comic effect (the “logic of laughter”)





The essence of the comic effect is perceiving a certain situation in two similar but mutually incompatible frames of reference (“parallel frames of reference”) or associative contexts. These two parallel frames of reference or contexts must share at least one common element that allows us to compare them. Everything else should be mutually exclusive or incompatible. Perceiving, on the one hand, the similarity, but, on the other hand, incongruity or contradiction produces a comic effect and laughter.





Two most common examples of such similarity and incompatibilty:





a) When the characters or readers think that the situation is such and such, but in reality it is completely different (misunderstanding of events). The real situation has something in common with the imaginary situation, and one is mistaken for another.





b) When the characters or readers understand certain words or a phrase in one way, but the intended meaning is quite different (misunderstanding of speech). The phrase can be used in two different meanings / contexts, and is interpreted in one way, but should be understood in another (as in jokes and puns).





Examples of fly jokes:





Patron (in a Chinese restaurant): “Waiter! There is a fly in my soup!” (intended meaning: “but there shouldn’t be”; frame of reference is “fly / no fly”)


Waiter: “What did you expect for this kind of price, and eagle?" (understood meaning: “a fly is not enough for me”; frame of reference is “fly / eagle”)








Patron: “Waiter! There is a dead fly in my soup!” (intended meaning: “but there shouldn’t be”; frame of reference is “dead fly / no fly”)


Waiter: “Yeah, heat kills them, doesn’t it?” (understood meaning: “why is this fly dead?” frame of reference: “dead fly / living fly”)





The answers are both unexpected and perfectly logical: but of a logic not usually applied to this type of situation. The reactions would have been expected to be governed by a different logic. It is the sudden clash between these two mutually exclusive associative contexts that produces the comic effect. It compels the listener to perceive the situation in two similar but incompatible frames of reference at the same time. This creative type of mental activity seems to be innately delightful to human beings.








2) Emotional basis (laughter and emotion: aggression and tension)





a) Humor must contain an impulse of aggression or even malice. This aggressive impulse can be connected to one of the main characteristics of the comic / satirical mode: the mode that represents characters “inferior to us” (Aristotle, Frye). The passion of laughter is a positive emotion of superiority arising from a sudden conception of some eminence in ourselves by comparison with the infirmity of others. We enjoy our superiority compared to the discomfort of the rivals, delight in their suffering and humiliation.





b) At the same time, humor serves to relieve this tension resulting from aggressive emotions and discharge these emotions in a socially acceptable manner. Laughter serves as a safety valve for the overflow of redundant tensions.





When a comedian tells a story, he / she deliberately creates a certain tension in his listeners, which mounts as the narrative progresses. But it never reaches its expected climax. The punch line or point cuts across the logical development of the story and deceives the audience’s dramatic expectations. The tension that was felt becomes suddenly redundant and is exploded in laughter.








Comedy as a literary form





The comic effects are contrived by making a situation participate simultaneously in two independent associative contexts. Either the situation is misinterpreted by the characters, or the author suggests two mutually exclusive interpretations that are based on some common element.





�
Satire





Satire is the intentional use of the comic effect for a purpose other than simply making people laugh: usually improving the character by drawing attention to its flaws. Satire is a mockery and ridicule of conventions and practices, human weaknesses, and the flawed nature of humanity. It expresses the author’s profound dissatisfaction with some aspect of the human condition.








Satire as a literary form





Satire is an artistic form, in which human or individual vices or shortcomings are held up to censure by means of ridicule, irony, or other methods, sometimes with an intent to bring about improvement.





The  satire is a verbal caricature that shows a deliberately distorted image of a person, institution, or society. The result is a juxtaposition, in the reader’s mind, of his habitual image of the world in which he moves and its absurd reflection in the satirist’s distorting mirror. He is made to recognize familiar features in the absurd and absurdity in the familiar.





�
W.H. Auden, excerpt regarding Bruegel’s Landscape with the Fall of Icarus.





...In Bruegel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away


Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may


Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,


But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone


As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green


Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen


Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,


Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.








M. Glinka, Ruslan and Lyudmila


Farlaf’s Rondeau (Act 2); translation from Russian





The hour of my triumph is close,


The hateful rival will go far from us.


O knight, you seek and wait in vain,


The power of the sorceress will not let you have her [Lyudmila].





Lyudmila, you weep and moan in vain,


And in vain you wait for your beloved.


Neither cries, nor tears, nothing will help,


And the princess will give up to the power of Naina [the sorceress].





Ruslan, forget about Lyudmila,


Lyudmila, forget about your betrothed!


The thought of possessing the princess


Makes my heart rejoice


And taste the sweetness


Of both revenge and love beforehand.





Not far off is the desired day:


The day of love and bliss!





In cares, anxiety, frustration, and sadness


Wander around the world, my brave rival.


Fight with enemies, climb strongholds:


I will reach my goal without trouble or effort,


Waiting for Naina’s instructions in my ancestral castle.








