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• Departure from bona fide communication

• Language’s shortcomings

• Layering of meanings

• Familiar/monotonous backdrop

• Highly controlled material

Verse & Humour
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c’était au temps où notre espèce that was back before our kind

ne se voilait pas encore la face in the sand burried its head

fesse behind

R. Queneau, « Evolution », L’Instant fatal, 1946.
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CYRANO. Embrasse-moi! - In my arms! 

CHRISTIAN. Monsieur? - Sir?

CYRANO. Brave! - So brave!

CHRISTIAN. Ah çà ! mais !... - Well, now!...

CYRANO. Très brave. Je préfère. - So very brave, really.

CHRISTIAN. Me direz-vous ?... - May I ask?...

CYRANO. Embrasse-moi. Je suis son frère. - In my arms! I am her brother.

CHRISTIAN. De qui ? - Whose?

CYRANO. Mais d’elle ! - Well, hers!

CHRISTIAN. Hein ?... - Eh?

CYRANO. Mais de Roxane ! - Well, Roxane’s!

CHRISTIAN. Ciel ! - Oh dear!

Vous, son frère ? You, her brother?

CYRANO. Ou tout comme : un cousin fraternel. - Close enough: a brotherly cousin.

CHRISTIAN. Elle vous a ?... - And she?...

CYRANO. Tout dit ! - Told me!

CHRISTIAN. M’aime-t-elle ? - Loves me?

CYRANO. Peut-être. - She might.

CHRISTIAN. Comme je suis heureux, Monsieur, de vous connaître ! - How very nice, sir, to meet you!

E. Rostand, Cyrano de Bergerac, 1897
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Vous avez mal placé la fente de ces miches You haven’t placed the slit right, between those buns 

Au milieu la césure, entre les hémistiches The caesura right in the middle, parting the hemistichs
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E. Rostand, Cyrano de Bergerac, 1897

bun (bread)

miche   =

bun (buttock)

slit (e.g. on bread)

fente     =

genitals (vulgar)



Ils crient s’il sait voler qu’on l’appelle voleur They cry that he can fly and that he’s called a thief

Les anges voltigent autour du joli voltigeur The angels flutter around the pretty soldier

G. Apollinaire, Alcools, 1913.
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SNSF-PRIMA-Project

Le Rire des vers
(Mining the Comic Verse)

Funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation
(PRIMA Grant) for 5 years
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Hosted at the University of Basel (French Studies)
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• Most used versification features alongside humour? (metres, enjambments, caesuras, rhymes…)

• Other contexts favouring similar features?

• Other stylistic devices sharing humour’s structures

• Mutual influences of humour and verse?

Objectives
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Corpora
Vaudeville

1830-1835

Lara Nugues

Song 

19th, 20th C.

Nils Couturier
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Poetry 

19th, 20th, 21st C.

Anne-Sophie Bories



Distant Reading

↓ Digital corpus (obtained or produced)

↓ Versification annotation (Malherbe Programme)

↓ Linguistic annotation

↓ Annotations of humour 

↓ Database

↓ Data analysis and visualisation

Close Reading

• Text interpretation

(informed/guided by data)

• Styles and canons

• Poetics

Methods
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Annotating Humour?



Theories of Humour

• Superiority (Plato, Aristotle, sociology)

• Relief (18th C inheritance of humourism, Freud, Veatch, medicine)

• Incongruity and incongruity-resolution (Schopenhauer, Kant, Bergson, linguistics)
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! Victor Raskin’s script-opposition theories



vis ib le  scr ip t

punchline:
causes

script inversion

para l le l scr ip t

jabline jabline

Victor Raskin & Salvatore Attardo’s
General Theory of Verbal Humour
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Vis ib le  scr ip t :  pat ient  v is i ts doctor

Paral le l scr ip t :  lover  v is i ts doctor ’s wi fe

jabl ines punchl ine & 
script inversion
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The doctor/lover joke



6 Knowledge Resources (KR):

– LA: language

– NS: narrative strategy

– TA: target (if any)

– SI: situation

– LM: Logical mechanism

– SO: script oppostion

GTVH 
(General Theory of Verbal Humour)
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Knowledge Resources:

• Language

• Narrative Strategy

• (Target, if any)

• Situation

• Logical Mechanism

• Script Opposition – concrete

• Script Opposition – abstract

+ Jablines (if any)

+ Punchline

Annotating humour
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CHANTRE

Et l’unique cordeau des trompettes marines

- Guillaume Apollinaire, Alcools, 1917
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(e.g., one of many lists and taxonomies, by Attardo, Humorous Texts: A semantic and pragmatic analysis)

Difficulties with GTVH:
- Long, open lists of known Logical Mechanisms
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Highly abstract: actual/non-actual normal/abnormal possible/impossible

Moderately

abstract: life/death sex/non-sex money/no-money high/low status

Concrete: hand/spoon face/fesse doctor/lover etc. 

Difficulties with GTVH:
- Levels of abstraction for Script Oppositions
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quand la canine molle on mordra la poussière when with a floppy tooth we shall bite the dust

que font les os des morts from the bones of the dead

des bouchons dans l’oreille et le bec dans la bière with buildup in our ears, and mouths dipped in a beer/coffin

abreuvoir pour les morts a trough for the dead

- Raymond Queneau, «L’Instant fatal», 1948

Anne-Sophie Bories – Digital Romanistics – 11 May 2023



quand la canine molle on mordra la poussière when with a floppy tooth we shall bite the dust

que font les os des morts from the bones of the dead

des bouchons dans l’oreille et le bec dans la bière with buildup in our ears, and mouths dipped in a beer/coffin

abreuvoir pour les morts a trough for the dead

- Raymond Queneau, «L’Instant fatal», 1948

Anne-Sophie Bories – Digital Romanistics – 11 May 2023



Our website:

https://slw-comicverse.dslw.unibas.ch
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