
Book Reviews





151

BOOK REVIEWS 

Jan Chovanec & Isabel Ermida, eds.
Language and Humour in the Media.
Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012.

With Language and Humour in the Media, our knowledge of humour and its 
place, mechanisms and function in the media has been substantially enhanced. 
As the editors state in their introductory chapter, “the volume brings together two 
areas that have not been previously subject to extensive attention by researchers: 
the interface between humour studies and media discourse analysis” (4). The rea-
sons for this neglect lie in researchers’ focus on revealing the ‘mere’ mechanics 
of humour and exploring the functions of various types of humorous texts rather 
than investigating the contact between humorous content and particular domains 
– media discourse being just one (albeit rich and fruitful) possible area of explora-
tion. Then there is the diversity of tasks involved in mapping and choosing from 
all the various forms that humour takes in the modern media – so editors are inevi-
tably faced with difficult decisions as to where to focus their attention.

Given the wide and varied nature of humorous discourse, it is not surprising 
that disciplinary studies and comparisons in this field are still rather scarce, at least 
in comparison to theories in humour analysis (e.g. Raskin 1985). It comes as little 
surprise that two chapters in the collection (those by Arampatzis and Koziċ, both 
dealing with the analysis of humour in sitcoms) are taken from doctoral disserta-
tions. Studies with this level of intensity seem to more readily allow for the robust 
and successful investigation of complex phenomena involving the cognitive and 
emotive aspects of humour as well as social stereotypes hidden in dialect-related 
humour. Interestingly, this volume does not appear to suffer from an uneven qual-
ity of its contributions, a weakness typical of many similar collections uniting 
researchers from various streams of work. Still, it should be noted that the short-
est chapter (14 pages), by Andrew, is an exploratory overview (or a ‘list’, as the 
author calls it) which does not address a hypothesis; the way in which Geddert’s 
arduous research is concluded suggests that there is little that could not have been 
predicted; and Arampatzis’ study does not offer much background information 
about its corpus. 

After a relatively short introduction by the editors, the three chapters in Part 
One attempt to deal with humour as interpreted from two distinct perspectives 
– sociolinguistic and pedagogic – with one chapter that might be classified as a 
generally oriented methodological text. Andrew’s opening chapter offers a socio-
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linguistic probe into ageist humour found in a corpus of pass-along email mes-
sages. It suggests that often self-directed ‘implicit ageism’ may draw attention 
to the negative aspects of ageing in a socially acceptable and tolerated fashion. 
Geddert tests English language students’ ability to recognize humour in written 
academic texts and seeks links between this ability and the length of time spent 
in the target culture. The final paper in this part is not a genuine interdisciplinary 
study: its strength lies in the fact that Raskin, a representative of “largely analyti-
cal, mostly American scholarship” (61), offers a methodological overview of two 
semantic theories of humour and shows how a third theory, the Ontological Se-
mantic Theory of Humour, enables researchers to carry out reliable computational 
semantic analyses of natural language texts, including the analysis of jokes in 
terms of script opposition.

Part Two contains five papers that deal with more specific topics, attempting 
to explore how humour actually works in the mass media. Arampatzis presents a 
comparative study of translation tendencies in two American TV shows, analyzing 
the originals and their Spanish versions. Dynel, in her engaging paper, studies the 
links between humour and metaphor: in a qualitatively-oriented study she exam-
ines cognitively challenging metaphors that occur in the popular medical mystery 
series House. Here Dynel demonstrates that the humorousness of the diaphoric 
metaphors (i.e. metaphors evoking incongruity between two concepts) rests in 
their incomprehensibility, which in turn leads to the employment of other humour-
oriented communicative strategies on the part of hearer as well as the speaker. 
Koziċ, focusing on framing communication as play in a sitcom, concludes her 
paper as follows: “What the analysis of verbal and nonverbal play cues in Frasier 
and Seinfeld identifies is that the instances of audience laughter (i.e., humour) here 
coincide with, and immediately follow, the play cues, thus lending support to the 
hypothesis that play cues facilitate the interpretation of communication as humor-
ous” (134). 

While Koziċ deals with humour in its mediated form, i.e. separated from a 
real-life course of events, Chovanec’s fine paper takes on the topic of humour 
construction in online newspapers, a genre which is not primarily humorous but 
which draws on ‘live events’ and invites spontaneous reactions on the part of the 
audience. The contribution reflects the author’s long-lasting focus on forms of par-
ticipatory media (such as blogging) and multi-voiced heteroglossic texts, which 
are based on the two-way interaction between the journalist and his readers. Via 
the perspective of two narrative layers – game description and gossip – the author 
examines how humour is used as a time-filler. Chovanec describes the key role of 
the journalist, who establishes the play frame and identifies two strategies – the 
joint fantasizing and the collaborative construction of unreality – through which 
the participants, stage-managed by the journalist, give rise to ‘vicarious entertain-
ment’, i.e. “the audience entertained not (only) by the game but also the language 
used to report the game” (157). Together with Pinar Sanz in the last section, Okada 
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is the author of one of two papers dealing with the genre of advertisements. The 
author examines a phenomenon that is typical of Japanese culture: the pun-making 
tradition which draws on phonological similarity with “good signs”, i.e. words or 
phrases which signify good luck or other positive meanings. One example is the 
KitKat chocolate bar, whose product name is phonologically similar to that of the 
Japanese sign meaning a lucky charm. Okada shows that this wordplay is used as 
a strong selling strategy aimed at students preparing for their exams.

The papers in Part Three share the view of humour as an instrument of critique 
– either political or social. Ermida, in a very interesting paper, carefully examines 
a series of articles from a Portuguese satirical newspaper, attempting to identify 
and explore the linguistic mechanisms used in these parodic news satires. She 
comes to the conclusion that “parodic news satire is a multi-layered and multi-
voiced discursive genre, which summons echoes of various social facts, events, 
people and their shortcomings, in a simultaneously critical and humorous por-
trayal of contemporary reality” (207). Pinar Sanz offers a multimodal analysis 
of political billboards. To study multimodality, the author rejects Kress and van 
Leeuwen’s approach and instead opts for cognitive linguistics and non-verbal and 
multimodal metaphor as the framework. Why not – but claiming that Kress & van 
Leeuwen do not account for the relation between the verbal and the visual calls for 
a more profound insight into their theory. In the final paper, Dakhlia discusses the 
strategies that help create humorous effects in French gossip magazines.

Language and Humour in the Media is a valuable collection: given the current 
state of research in the field, the book can serve, despite some minor weaknesses, 
as a rich source from which potential researchers can draw their inspiration. The 
publication can thus be seen as another piece in the mosaic of our knowledge 
within humour studies, discourse analysis, applied linguistics and cultural studies.
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Thomas G. Pavel
The Lives of the Novel. A History
Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2013 (first published in 
France as La Pensée du roman, 2003)

The Lives of the Novel discusses the history of the novel from Ancient Greece 
to contemporary fiction. It analyses more than one hundred works from Europe, 
North and South America, Asia and beyond. Divided into four parts: “The Highest 
Ideals”, “The Enchantment of Interiority”, “The Roots of Greatness” and “The Art 
of Detachment”, it offers a new and provocative reinterpretation of the develop-
ment of the novel.

Pavel begins his study by emphasising that “[t]he evolution of the novel is an 
astonishing success story. From its humble beginnings onward it has shown an 
unparalleled ability to adapt, innovate, spread, and prevail. At almost every turn, 
it has found the most intelligent, effective ways to reassert its place in the broader 
culture” (1). 

In examining the craft of the novel and its formal methods, Pavel places it in a 
wide cultural perspective. His aim is to explain “the changing lives of the genre, 
their secret pact with permanence, and the dialogue engaged in by novelists over 
the centuries” (16). He follows the example of Georg Lukács as he adopts the 
concepts that apply directly to human experience in order to capture the resonance 
of literary works beyond the historical period in which they were produced. The 
Lives of the Novel looks at long periods of time and the interactions between these 
periods. It is based on four core beliefs: novels are about human beings, their ide-
als, passions and actions; novels portray different kinds of human beings, with 
“strong souls, sensitive hearts, or enigmatic psyches” (18); novels are linked to 
their social and intellectual context but also enjoy a qualified autonomy; and fi-
nally, while the evolution of the novel has depended on individual decisions, its 
history does not, as many critics have argued, consist of great writers relentlessly 
furthering the development of the genre. Pavel discusses numerous “ideal types”, 
focusing on a few examples to elucidate his survey and to tempt the reader to dis-
cover or revisit the works. 

The novels discussed are generally regarded as some of the best examples of 
the genre, including Don Quixote, Pamela, Madame Bovary, Tristram Shandy, 
Robinson Crusoe, Middlemarch, and White Noise, to name but a few. These are 
categorised according to type and discussed in terms of the primary forces that 
have shaped their development.

One of the most exciting chapters is chapter 11, “Syntheses, High Points”, which 
discusses the nineteenth century and its examination of the ideal, contrasting this 
with novelists’ determination to keep their plots and characters within the realms 
of plausibility. Pavel concludes that by the end of the nineteenth century, the novel 
appeared to have reached its full maturity because it could portray complex human 
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beings who were able to break themselves free from pre-established norms and 
values. Their complex thoughts and actions are linked to a plausible social and his-
torical context. The late nineteenth-century novel contains a surprising variety of 
characters and literary styles, as found in the works of, for example, Victor Hugo, 
Alessandro Manzoni, Charles Dickens, William Makepeace Thackeray, Anthony 
Trollope and Fyodor Dostoevsky. However, while these writers write within the 
same literary framework, they contain what Pavel terms a “teutonic fault” that 
makes it “hard to find a stable reconciliation between the individual and society” 
(296). As chapter 12, “Loners in a Strange World” demonstrates, until the second 
half of the nineteenth century, “the best, most revered novelists were eager to be 
read and appreciated by the largest possible public. After that point, writing popu-
lar fiction became an increasingly specialized activity, while in some circles, art 
and literature inspired a new kind of worship” (265). Novels began increasingly 
to feature individuals who fail to integrate into society or outsiders who despise 
conventions and moral laws, as evidenced in, for example, Flaubert’s Sentimental 
Education and Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles. Pavel concludes his study by 
observing that, while the novel has many lives, all have one very important feature 
in common: “the bid to make the ideal visible within a world of transitory, fragile, 
imperfect human interactions” (299).

The Lives of the Novel is a work of substantial scholarly merit. The analyses 
of individual novels are deep and provocative, their placement in an historical 
context is illuminating, and the substantial reading lists for each chapter and the 
detailed index are extremely helpful. The Lives of the Novel is an invaluable work 
for scholars and students of intellectual and literary history, literary theory and 
moral philosophy. 
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