

[image: cover]




„Reality is already so comical that a person could


not have thought it up any better.“


Dr. Uwe Boll




„I used to think my life was a tragedy. But now I


realize, it's a comedy.“


Arthur Fleck alias Joker




Part 1


The humour elements





About the lack of humour in forewords


They say if you explain a joke, it stops being funny. If that's true, this will probably be the least funny book ever. Because it wants nothing less than to explain: What is humor and how does it work? Even more difficult than writing such a book is the question: How should you start a book about humor? With a joke? With a humorous preface? Does that do justice to such a serious concern as finding out what makes us laugh? I think it was my father who once told me in confidence that he had never experienced anything sadder than my attempt to explain the gaming joke "Who laughs last has the highest ping" when he didn't understand it. Given the inevitable fact that this book has to start somehow, and given the fact that my explanations cause sadness when they want to be funny, I'll try a humorless explanation this time, why all the prefaces (except this one) prefer to be funny.


When I sit down on the couch with a newly bought or an old gifted book - I put the steaming cappuccino on the table next to me and I don't let any other person around me - then I am about to make a self-imposed commitment: I trade about ten hours of my life for words. This self-imposed obligation grows with every word I consume, and by the second chapter at the latest, it has become an unwritten contract that I will definitely finish reading the book.


So these are the first words during which I put my imaginary signature on this contract. As long as I am at the preface, I can withdraw at any time. Later on I have to resign painfully. So the foreword has to be really hot, I want to be wrested. Meanwhile, the book must feel like a heroin sample that makes the promise to release more of it chapter by chapter in the next few hours.


So any author who really wants to be read and not just sit around in the shop windows, puts all his linguistic talent, quality and charm into the prologue of his story. I can only recommend to everyone who is looking for linguistic means, callousness, eloquence and word acrobatics to read one prologue after the other. They are real treasure troves of verbal condensation. Because a lot has to be said in a short time with just a few words.


By the way, I have followed my own recommendation, just before you ask. I have read all the forewords I could get and I have rarely laughed so much. Not because they were bad (well, some were, but there are always shadows), but because they were funny. No matter how serious and distinguish, how sad, melodramatic or even disturbing the rest of the content was to become, in the beginning there was always a joke. Because nothing makes the reader more likely to pull out his imaginary pen and sign the contract than when he was made to laugh in the first minutes.


Now I also know how I actually want to start this book. Before I ask what humour is and how it works, I ask: What does it achieve?


The answer: simply everything.


It makes it possible for me to clarify how we both - you, the reader and I - address each other: We use the polite form of address. After all, we both want to take the title of this book seriously.


At this point there is a discussion in the German version of this book about whether to use the word "you" or the word "you" to adress someone. Excuse me. In your language there is no difference. You use the same personal pronoun for both the polite form and the personal address. In German we have two different words for this, with the result that nobody knows how to address someone. Believe me, I envy you Americans sometimes.


Many authors find it difficult to build up a bond with their readers and miss the opportunity to take them on their mental journey. When I read a book in the field of popular non-fiction and the author doesn't pick me up by not knowing how to address me, I wonder what the author thinks, what the reader thinks, who wrote the book: A machine? (Phew, the sentence was long, but it makes sense. Read it again and leave out what is written in brackets the second time).


Does he not trust me to acknowledge that I know that he is just a human being (just like me), who is struggling for words to convince me of his opinion / his book world / his whatever? Or does he want to show me that his words have general validity, that they are self-evident and that he has only written them down like a medium?


Either way, I want to be honest with you, dear reader. My words have no general validity. They are nothing more than my systematically worked up observations of humour, which I have put into words myself.


And I can tell you that these words do not write themselves. I have to fight for each of them. Sometimes I delete sentences or I don't dare to read them a second time because I think they are bad and then - I delete them too.


Writing is hard work and writing about the probably most funny topic in the world - HUMOUR - is anything but funny. Nevertheless, I start and if you are holding this book in one hand because you are pulling out your pen with the other to sign your 10-hour reading contract with me, then I guess I have finished it.


I wonder if congratulations are in order at this point. Too soon? Maybe. But it still motivates me.


The fact that you are reading these lines right now and that at least the hint of a smile is visible on your lips motivates me to continue writing. In comedy, this is called achronic narration. Or was it paradoxical narration?


You know what? We'll figure it out together. Come with me. Our journey into comedy begins.





The playing with words and the


acrobatics of letters


At this point of the book it is time for a confession. I am neither English, nor American, nor Australian, nor do I come from any other country where English is the national language. So I am not a native speaker. Perhaps you have already noticed the many strange phrases and incorrect grammar. In any case, we have now reached a chapter in which I can no longer hide my shortcomings and my origin. You are now reading a chapter about puns that the author does not even understand or grasp. You, the reader, must take over the understanding for me. Will you do that? Thank you. Then let's begin.


The wordplay is probably the simplest and most common form of humour, as it is easy to produce and does not require much previous knowledge. Often it is enough to exchange the syllables of a word to make it smile or - as in the opening sentence of this chapter - just change the spelling to create a new meaning with the same pronunciation. Oops, I had to leave out the initial sentence in the English version, because I couldn't translate it. Just imagine such a sentence in English, okay?


In German it has almost become a sport to misunderstand English song lyrics in such a way that you transfer similar sounding words into your own language. The English "I've got the power" thus becomes the proper name "Agathe Bauer". Don't you think it's funny? We Germans love such nonsense.


Surely you've played around with words, twisted them, exchanged them or changed them in some other way.


This method of word acrobatics is especially effective when languages are mixed. In German, the English phrase "nobody cares" sounds just like our "nobody cleans up". Or the actor Johnny Depp sounds like "Johnny jerk" in German. Surely there are also German words that have a different meaning in your language. To my shame I must confess that I don't know any. Maybe you?


But as easy as word plays can be generated, it is difficult to transfer them into other languages, because they are created by the exploitation of a language and are therefore inseparably interwoven with the target speech.


This also applies to the supreme discipline of word plays: absurd constructions. One of the best known examples of this is: "Why is peter pan always flying? Because he never lands." The combination of dialect and literal interpretation thus creates a bizarre paradox, which is the humorous element.


We can therefore divide puns into three categories according to their origin. Classified by their artistic quality (ascending), they look like this: Exchanged syllables or words > changed content through altered spelling > absurdity through bizarre combinations.


Most word games arise spontaneously, out of a situation. Therefore, many people have the impression that you must either have a gift or a talent for such word acrobatics, or that you are not able to do so. But this is not true. Anyone can make good word games or create funny absurdities. The only thing you need is practice.


If you want to become a master of puns, make it a habit of dissecting every sentence. For the sake of those around you, do this only in your head at first. Swap syllables, leave out words, add new ones, change spelling and include colloquial phrases. In the beginning, not much of it will be really funny and certainly not good enough to make friends or colleagues laugh. But the more word games you make, the more you will get a feel for the nuances of your language. You will unconsciously recognize regularities and patterns and become better and better.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
NON-FICTION
BOOK IN POPULAR SCIENTIFIC TERMS

Encyclop=edia
Coclzédi':a

A SERIOUS JOURNEY TO FUNNY
REALMS

By Benjamin Leuteritz





