Comedy is a type of drama in which the main objective, according to modern notions, is simply to amuse.

It is contrasted on the one hand with tragedy, and on the other with farce, burlesque, and other related forms of humorous entertainment.

The word comedy is derived from the Greek komos meaning “revel” – to take great pleasure or delight
It has been asserted that laughter generally occurs due to 7 basic reasons.
But upon closer inspection, it seems to me that the main reasons people laugh are:
SURPRISE (to various degrees), and…
RELEASE OF TENSION, its closely related cousin.
[Almost all of the following are interrelated variations on tension and the unexpected – i.e., surprising the audience]

INCONGRUITY – contrasts (visual or vocal); departure from what is expected
Compare with the classic joke structure of 1) premise, 2) establish a pattern, 3) unexpected variation
ANTICIPATION – audience has more info than the actors (they “see it coming”); tension builds
Laughter is the release of that tension
This goes hand-in-hand with INCONGRUITY as you can either give them what they think will happen, or a surprise.

RELIEF - the release of tension; related to PROTECTION
This is why people often laugh after you jump out of nowhere and scare them; it’s essentially, “Oh, thank God, I’m safe!”
PROTECTION – slapstick violence; laughter either because it’s not you (see RELIEF) or because it’s obviously not real
EXAGGERATION – over-sized actions or movement; “larger than life”
A surprise because it is so out of the ordinary (a kind of incongruity)
But you must play it honestly (see below)
AMBIGUITY – a play on words, puns, double entendres, disguises
The laugh is self-congratulatory for being smart enough to get the joke
But still, the ambiguity was a surprise
RECOGNITION – spoofing about a common topic that we have all seen or experienced in our own lives
This one seems to be its own thing not related to surprise or tension…on the other hand, you could be…
Surprised (“I thought that only happened to me!”)
Relieved (“Thank God, it isn’t just me! That’s everyone’s life.”)
Anticipating (“Oh, I’ve done that. That’s not going to end well…yep, she slapped him.”)
In terms of performing, though, the key for the actor is that we treat comedy no different than the most serious of dramas or tragedies. All effective acting is about remaining grounded in the truth of the given circumstances. So, no matter how absurd, improbable, or even impossible a situation may seem, we play the urgency of our objective as truthfully as we would in any other context. In A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, the slave Pseudolus wants his freedom as much as Shakespeare’s MacBeth wants to be king. Both men engage in whatever machinations necessary to achieve their objectives. You play that situation “for real.” The actor’s work (preparation, script and character analysis, etc.) is the same for every role in every genre…okay, in comedy we try to find more (honestly motivated) moments to share our faces with the audience (“cheat out,” do a “take,” call it what you like). They want to see how all of that absurdity is affecting you.
Now, whether a quick take, slow take (slow burn), double take, spit take, etc. works best? Well, that’s pretty much a matter of just seeing what flows from the moment naturally, experimenting, and trusting your director. It’s really not the most important thing. That will all work itself out, and really not until you’ve had some audiences in any case.
FARCE

Often referred to as “low comedy,” farce is generally regarded as an intellectually and aesthetically inferior form of comedy as the sources of its humor/amusement do not necessarily require any specialized or refined knowledge, or discriminating taste.

Antecedents of farce are found in ancient Greek and Roman theatre, both in the comedies of Aristophanes and Plautus and in the popular native Italian Atellan Farces in which the actors played stock character types—such as the glutton, graybeard, and clown—who were caught in exaggerated situations.

It was in 15th-century France that the term farce was first used to describe the elements of clowning, acrobatics, caricature, and indecency all found together within a single form of entertainment. Such pieces were initially bits of impromptu buffoonery inserted by actors into the texts of religious plays—hence the use of the Old French word farce, meaning “stuffing.” Such works were afterward written independently. French farce spread quickly throughout Europe. Shakespeare and Molière eventually came to use elements of farce in their comedies.

Characteristics of farce:
· Highly improbable situations

· Implausible plots
· Disguises
· Misunderstandings
· Mistaken identities
· Incongruity/Surprises
· Accidents
· Eavesdropping
· Asides to the audience

· Stereotyped characters (maybe as far as caricatures)
· Extravagant exaggeration

· Vigorous physical antics (playful tricks or pranks), violence, and buffoonery (clowning)

Associated vocabulary: Ridiculous, Ludicrous, Grotesque, Zany

Examples include:

· An Italian Straw Hat (1851) by Eugène-Marin Labiche

· Charley’s Aunt (1892) by Brandon Thomas

· A Flea in Her Ear (1907) by Georges Feydeau

· The films of Charlie Chaplin, Mack Sennett’s Keystone Kops, and the Marx Brothers
· A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1964)
· Noises Off (1982) by Michael Frayn

· Communicating Doors (1995) by Alan Ayckbourn
COMEDY OF MANNERS

A comedy of manners is a witty, cerebral form of comedy that depicts and often satirizes the manners and affectations of a contemporary society. A comedy of manners is concerned with social usage and the question of whether or not characters meet certain social standards. The plot is subordinate to the play’s brittle (fragile) atmosphere, pithy dialogue, and pungent (severely critical or sarcastic) commentary on human foibles (minor weaknesses or failings of character).
Characteristics of a comedy of manners:

· Witty dialogue

· Cleverly constructed scenarios

· Sophisticated vocabulary

· Typically set in the world of the upper class

· Ridicules the pretensions of those who consider themselves socially superior, deflating them with satire

· Comments on the standards and mores of society and explores relationships between the sexes

· Marriage is a frequent subject

· Little depth of characterization
· Rapid twists in events, often precipitated by miscommunications

The comedy of manners, which was usually written by sophisticated authors for members of their own coterie or social class, has historically thrived in periods and societies that combined material prosperity and moral latitude (i.e., freedom from narrow restrictions). Menander (c. 342–c. 292 BC) inaugurated New Comedy, the forerunner of the comedy of manners. Menander’s smooth style, elaborate plots, and stock characters were imitated by the Roman poets Plautus (c. 254–184 BC) and Terence (186/185–159 BC), whose comedies were widely known and copied during the Renaissance.

In England the comedy of manners flourished during the Restoration period. The Restoration comedy of manners was lighter, defter, and more spirited in tone. Playwrights took aim at affected wit and acquired follies, and satirized these qualities in caricatured characters with label-like names such as Sir Fopling Flutter and Tattle.

Examples include:
The School for Wives (1662) and The Misanthrope (1666) by Molière
The Country-Wife (1675) by William Wycherley
The Way of the World (1700) by William Congreve
She Stoops to Conquer (1773) by Oliver Goldsmith
The Rivals (1775) and The School for Scandal (1777) by Richard Brinsley Sheridan
In the 19th century the tradition was carried on by Oscar Wilde:

· Lady Windermere’s Fan (1892)

· The Importance of Being Earnest (1895)
In the 20th century the comedy of manners reappeared in the “drawing-room plays” of Noël Coward, Somerset Maugham, Philip Barry and S.N. Behrman.
[*An epigram is any witty, ingenious, or pointed saying tersely expressed.]
Associated vocabulary:
Satire – human folly and vice are held up to scorn, derision, or ridicule
Sarcasm – harsh or bitter derision or irony
Irony – indicating an intention or attitude opposite to that which is actually stated
Disdain – unworthy of notice or response; beneath oneself
Scorn – open or unqualified contempt
Contempt – the feeling with which a person regards anything considered mean, vile, or worthless
Droll – amusing in an odd way
Wag – a person given to droll, roguish, or mischievous humor
Sagacious – having or showing acute mental discernment and keen practical sense; shrewd
Sage – a profoundly wise person; someone venerated for his or her wisdom, judgment, and experience.
Perspicacity – keenness of mental perception
And, most importantly…

Wit

1. The keen perception and cleverly apt expression of those connections between ideas that awaken amusement and pleasure. Synonyms: drollery, facetiousness, waggishness, repartee.

2. Speech or writing showing such perception and expression. Synonyms: banter, joking, witticism, quip, raillery, badinage, persiflage; bon mot (French, literally “good saying”).
3. A person noted for possessing such perception and expression.

4. Understanding, intelligence, or sagacity; astuteness. Synonyms: wisdom, sense, mind.
SATIRE
_______________________
Satire is when human vices, follies, abuses, or shortcomings are held up to censure by means of ridicule, derision, burlesque, irony, parody, caricature, or other methods, sometimes with an intent to inspire social reform.

Satire is a complex word that signifies not only a kind of literature, but also a mocking spirit or tone found in many literary genres. Essentially, it can be present in almost any kind of human communication because satire exists wherever wit is employed to expose something foolish (or vicious) to criticism. In this sense, satire is everywhere.

In literary works, satire can be direct or indirect. With direct satire, the narrator speaks directly to the reader. With indirect satire, the author’s intent is realized within the narrative and its story.

Drama has provided a favorable environment for satire ever since it was cultivated by Aristophanes, working under the extraordinarily open political conditions of 5th-century Athens. In a whole series of plays, Aristophanes lampoons political leaders by name, violently attacks Athenian war policy, derides his audience for their gullible complacency, pokes fun at Socrates, and in general lashes out at contemporary evils.

In Elizabethan England, there are substantial elements of satire in Shakespeare’s plays—not only in the comedies, but also a dark and bitter satire found in some of his tragedies.
The 17th-century comedy of Molière sometimes deepens into satire, as with the exposure of religious hypocrisy in Tartuffe or the railing against social hypocrisy in The Misanthrope.

George Bernard Shaw considered himself a satirist. He once compared his country’s morals to decayed teeth and himself to a dentist, obliged by his profession to cause pain in the interests of better health. Yet, as inventive and witty as Shaw is, compared to the 20th-century German playwright Bertolt Brecht, whose anatomizing of social injustice cuts deep, Shaw is a gentle practitioner.

[Adapted from Encyclopedia Britannica online]
