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In this paper, I would like to draw attention to the fundamental, though often neglected, fact that characters play a crucial role in the interpretation and evaluation of jokes and humorous stories. They play this role in a number of areas, the crucial ones being the number of (active and passive) characters, their mutual relations and the way they change between setup and punch line. 

The reason characters are so crucial is first of all that all stories are human-centered and secondly that fictional (as well as real) characters are in fact collections of  text-specific features: whenever a character is mentioned the whole frame is evoked with a special emphasis on personality traits (which are condensations of features themselves). This means that characters provide jokes and stories with rich interpretable background which can be expressed in a concise and “poetic” way. 

Ethnic characters offer an additional dimension, which is usually a simple stock feature such as “Scots are stingy,” but when combined with the richness of text-specific character frames they enhance the humor. To illustrate this point I will use the example of  Wodehouse’s story “Lord Emsworth and the Girlfriend.” 

Character frames are obviously not the only text-specific frames in operation in jokes and humorous stories; place frames, event frames and object frames can be postulated as well, but character frames are usually richer in information, thus it is often more plausible to treat the other frame types as parts of character frames; this can change dynamically though, as illustrated by Wodehouse’s story. 

Naturally, there are differences between jokes and stories with regard to complexity, joke worlds being sketchy by nature, but character frames are evidence of the fact that they are richer than one might think, and treating them in terms of binary oppositions is definitely an oversimplification. Story-worlds are more developed with regard to text-specific characters which grow in number (usually not more than 3-4 in jokes) and their frames grow in complexity with regard to inter-frame and intra-frame relations and inferential richness. What distinguishes humorous and non-humorous stories is the presence of script oppositions, single comic scripts, or chains of activated scripts in particular slots, which are evoked by particular text-extracts.

Humor evaluation is a crucial issue in joke and story aesthetics, and in terms of character frames in jokes we can postulate the Aristotelian golden mean in the number of characters, but not in the internal complexity of their relations; thus the sheer numeric richness is essential to ensure funniness in many jokes and stories; namely, the more script oppositions there are, the longer the evoked script chains  in the frames, the more numerous the character, object, place and event frames, the funnier the text should be. On the other hand, not all humorous stories (or even all jokes) operate in this way. Humor can also be “depth-oriented” as opposed to being “breadth-oriented” (rich on the surface), and thus it can rely e.g. on allusions, cumulative “jabs” (to use Attardo’s term), meta-effects ad intertextuality. The distinction between breadth and depth of humor is, in my view, crucial, and stories (as opposed to jokes) which possess both horizontal and vertical dimensions of humor should be funniest (as illustrated by Leacock’s story “Gertrude the Governess, or Simple Seventeen”). 
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