Types of Humour Used in Literature:
A compilation by Michael Hill, President, Stephen Leacock Associates

Surprise and incongruity:
Something unexpected happens. An unusual twist to a story gives it a humorous flavour.
When the kidnappers have to pay the parents to take back their “victim” in O. Henry’s The
Ransom of Red Chief, that is a shock to them and to the reader.
This example is from Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams:
“So this is it,” said Arthur, “We are going to die.”
“Yes,” said Ford, “except… no! Wait a minute!” He suddenly lunged across the chamber at something
behind Arthur’s line of vision. “What’s this switch?” he cried.
“What? Where?” cried Arthur, twisting round.
“No, I was only fooling,” said Ford, “we are going to die after all.”

Self-deprecating humour:
The speaker or character makes fun of himself.
Stephen Leacock’s autobiographical sketch is a fine example of a writer treating himself
humorously:
“I have written two books, one called 'Literary Lapses' and the other 'Nonsense Novels.' Each of
these is published by John Lane (London and New York), and either of them can be obtained,
absurd as it sounds, for the mere sum of three shillings and sixpence. Any reader of this paper,
for example, ridiculous though it appears, could walk into a bookstore and buy both of these
books for seven shillings. Yet these works are of so humorous a character that for many years it
was found impossible to print them. The compositors fell back from their task suffocated with
laughter and gasping for air. Nothing but the invention of the linotype machine—or rather of the
kind of men who operate it—made it possible to print these books. Even now people have to be
very careful in circulating them, and the books should never be put into the hands of people not
in robust health.”

Irony
The contrast between what is said and what happens.
O. Henry’s Gift of the Magi is a good example of irony, though humorous only in a dark way!
In Cold Comfort Farm, Stella Gibbons offers a great example of verbal irony in the difference
between what her character Flora says and what she really thinks:
“That would be delightful,” agreed Flora, thinking how nasty and boring it would be.

Understatement
By definition means stating something is less than it actually is.
e.g., Kurt Vonnegut in Breakfast of Champions wrote: “Vietnam was a country where America
was trying to make people stop being communists by dropping things on them from airplanes.”

Hyperbole (Overstatement)
Outrageous similes and metaphors allow writers to make crazy or absurd comparisons, ones that
usually make the reader smile.
Leacock: “He flung himself from the room, flung himself upon his horse and rode madly off in
all directions.”

Satire
A very common sort of humour, this device uses a serious tone to discuss a ridiculous subject.
Satire magnifies and distorts behavior or beliefs, so they appear outlandish.
The classic example was Jonathan Swift saying that people should eat children to take care of the
hunger problem and overpopulation at the same time: “I have been assured by a very knowing
American of my acquaintance in London, that a young healthy child well nursed is at a year old a
most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled; and
I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricassee or a ragout.”

Sarcasm
Saying something whose meaning is actually different than the actual words.
Philip Roth: “Stop worrying about growing old. And think about growing up.”
Songwriter Jimmy Buffett, along the same lines, wrote: “Some people grow older, not up.”

Pun
Play on words (rarely done effectively.) Character names often use puns – Cruella da Ville,
Holly Golightly, Nurse Ratched…
Literary example from Dorothy Parker: “You can lead a horticulture, but you can’t make her
think.”

Parody
A deliberate imitation of a writer or genre, written to comic exaggeration.
Gulliver’s Travels was a parody of travel writing in Swift’s day (and a satire of politics);
Harvard Lampoon, National Lampoon and New Yorker magazines often parodied famous
writers, magazines, school yearbooks etc.
In 1927, James Thurber wrote a very funny parody of The Night Before Christmas “In the Ernest
Hemingway Manner.” “It was the night before Christmas. The house was very quiet. No
creatures were stirring in the house. There weren’t even any mice stirring. The stockings had
been hung carefully by the chimney. The children hoped that Saint Nicholas would come and fill
them. The children were in their beds. Their beds were in the room next to ours. …”

Double Entendre
A phrase or figure of speech that might have two (or more) meanings.
E.g. Mercutio in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet tells the nurse, “…the bawdy hand of the dial
is now upon the prick of noon.” This is also an example of bawdy humour.

Euphemism
A word used to replace some other phrase or word which some might find offensive.
Examples: a roll in the hay (sex), put to sleep (euthanize) or porcelain throne (toilet.)
Literary example: from the book The Eyre Affair by Jasper Fforde – “Don't ever call me mad,
Mycroft. I'm not mad. I'm just ... well, differently moraled, that's all.”
Though not used for humorous effect, George Orwell used euphemisms in his novel 1984:
“joycamp” was actually a forced labour camp while the Minipax Ministry of Peace was actually
the Ministry of War.

Non-sequitur
Statement that does not follow principles of logic and reason. Stage plays by Stoppard, Pinter,
Beckett and Ionesco all use non-sequiturs for humorous effect.
In Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 Yossarian’s roommate Orr speaks in non-sequiturs, answering
questions with nonsensical answers unrelated to the questions.

Orr: "When I was a kid, I used to walk around all day with crab apples in my cheeks. One in
each cheek."
Yossarian: "Why?"
Orr (tittering triumphantly): "Because they're better than horse chestnuts. When I couldn't get
crab apples, I used horse chestnuts. Horse chestnuts are about the same size as crab apples and
actually have a better shape, although the shape doesn't matter a bit."
Yossarian: "Why did you walk around with crab apples in your cheeks? That's what I asked."
Orr: "Because they've got a better shape than horse chestnuts. I just told you that."

Blue language
A rare use of a word that would ordinarily be considered cursing, obscene or profanity. Other
terms are “off colour” or risqué. This can be used to shock or surprise the reader, for example
when an old aunt who you’ve never heard curse, unexpectedly uses the F-bomb.
D.H. Lawrence certainly shocked a lot of people with the dialogue and descriptions he used in
1928 in Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The F and C words (as we so delicately put it) were the basis
for the book’s virtual ban until the late 1950s – though his choices were not necessarily for
comedic effect.

Burlesque
This term refers to exaggerated characterization and ridicule by caricature. The term is often
associated with strip tease and a low brow style of theatre. In literature it is more closely
associated with parody.
Jane Austin’s Northanger Abbey is said to be an example of burlesque. “Northanger Abbey
follows the style of a gothic novel because the protagonist Catherine experiences similar feelings
and situations to those a gothic heroine would face—fear, mystery, curiosity, danger—however
it is a parody because nothing scary or mysterious ever actually happens to Catherine. She just
has an active imagination.”
The film Young Frankenstein is a burlesque, as it is an extreme parody of Mary Shelley’s
original novel Frankenstein.

Black comedy (Dark, Morbid or “Gallows”)
Humour that deals with death, misfortune or has some sort of negative or pessimistic viewpoint.
Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 is a well-known example. The protagonist, Yossarian believes that
everyone is trying to kill him…and he’s right.
Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five has many examples of dark humour.

In the original book version of Pinnochio, Gepetto burns the marionette’s feet as a warning for
Pinocchio to be a good boy/puppet.

Juvenile humour
Also called sophomoric, it is the kind of humour that resorts to name calling, silliness, pranks or
stunts and immature behaviour. Rare in literature, it has found a prominent place in modern
movie comedies.
The Three Stooges’ pokes in the eyes, slaps to the head etc. are film versions of this type of
humour.
Kurt Vonnegut, in Breakfast of Champions wrote: “I am programmed at fifty to perform
childishly – to insult “The Star Spangled Banner,” to scrawl pictures of a Nazi flag and an
asshole and a lot of other things with a felt-tipped pen.” He then drew an asshole in the book
below the quote.

Repetition
Repetition is an essential comedic device and is often used in combination with other devices to
reinforce them. The "callback" in comedy writing—in which a statement or theme is recalled as
the punch line or close of a scene—is a classic example of the tension and release that are
possible using repetition. It is also the basis for "Englishman, Irishman, and Scotsman" jokes,
where repetition is used to set up a modus operandi and build tension before the Irishman
(usually assumed to be the stupid one) provides the resolving juxtaposition.

Alliteration
The use of alliteration creates a lyrical or bouncy quality that can make the text seem bright and
cheerful, depending on the content and the other devices used. For this reason, alliteration is
often used for comedic effect.
For example, the third-place winner in the student competition, Caius Harbridge, used the letter
“F” in alliteration in his essay “Froyo Fables of Forestville”: “He walked fifteen minutes on foot
to the family-owned business, “Frank’s Fine Froyo''. It was named after his fat, frugal father
Frank Farrington V. Located at the foot of Lake Frostanatti, it was a landmark that had been in
the Farrington family for 55 years and was famous for providing the most fabulous froyo to
Forestville’s fine citizens and visitors.”

Incongruity
Comparing things that do not belong together is a way to make an audience smile or even laugh.
Most comedians do this a lot and writers tend to do it as well.
Woody Allen (I know, I know) has written many short stories and used to do stand up comedy.
Some of his best lines (oral and written) were examples of incongruity. In his 1972 movie Play It
Again Sam, Woody’s character asks a woman for a date:

Allan: What are you doing Saturday night?
Woman: Committing suicide.
Allan: What about Friday night?
Or this line from one of his short stories: “I am not afraid of death; I just don't want to be there
when it happens.”

