


Stylistyka X

From early in the recorded origins of theatre and theatrical performance (by
which I mean both impromptu events and those organized for set times and
events), a codified hierarchy of how and when to be funny evolved for perfor-
mers. Its levels are identified by the different names of types or styles of come-
dy, which then serve as a key to establish an audience’s expectations. Knowing
that one is about to encounter a comic opera, or a stand-up comic, or recognising
a suspiciously familiar recitation as a parody, or age-old stock characters as tho-
se of a bed-room farce, or seeing the square boundary frame and animated figu-
res of a two-dimensional cartoon, all these things serve to signal not only somet-
hing about what kind of humour to expect but also (roughly) how to react to it.
From the “high” comedy of manners (Shakespeare, Moliére, Goldoni, Chekhov,
Wilde, Shaw, Stoppard and the best of T.V. sitcoms), through tragi-comedy, sa-
tire and black comedy, to burlesque, slapstick and “low” farce, the comic label
summarises what to expect in terms of characters, plot, style of acting and “tona-
lity” of laughter. The laughter might be warm and sympathetic; it might be tin-
ged with sadness and gravity at underlying wisdom about the sins of the world
and the unfairness of the human condition; maybe cheerful and brave, or rec-
kless and defiant; it may be liberating, raucous and indulgent, allowing the co-
mic violation of social taboos and restraints, and the exhausting belly-laugh of
repeated comic stimulation. The answer will depend to some extent not just on
the nature of the stimuli, but on our expectations and anticipation of what we
will see and hear. The “play-frame” for the stimuli includes the fact that we
know the name of the comic genre, as well as the time and location of perfor-
mance'.

Traditional expectations are looser for some styles of comedy, more precise
for others. Often a theatrical piece is artistically a mixed bag, a managed sweep
of comic styles ranging from high to low and back again. It might be thought that
the “highest” style is the purest, the most difficult to achieve, the most constrai-
ned in its artistic formulae and limits; that the “comedy of manners” or romantic
comedy deserves its traditional position on the top rung of the ladder by virtue of
its elaborate code of construction. However, interestingly, farce at the very bot-
tom rung is probably the most strictly codified in terms of rules of construction

1 William F. Fry emphasizes this concept of the “playframe” surrounding humour and laughing and its
importance, drawing on the work of Gregory Bateson and anthropologists in general about observing

humorous exchanges; see for example Fry W., 1963, Sweet Madness, Palo Alto, Calif., Pacific Books,
123-147 and elsewhere.
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