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Bacmenko K., Kanra A. Jlekcnuna MoBHa rpa B cutkomi “Teopist Benukoro
BHOYXY”

VY cTarTi BCTaHOBIEHO pONb JIEKCHYHOI MOBHOI TPH B JOCSATHEHHI
TYMOPHCTHYHOTO e(eKTy B TaKOMY JUCKYPCUBHOMY JKaHpI, SIK CHTYyalliiiHa KOMeIis.
Marepianom IOCTiPKEHHS OCITYKHIH IIICTh CE30HIB MOIYISIPHOI0 aMEPHKAHCHKOTO
cutkomy “Teopis BenMKoro BUOyXy’. AKIIEHTOBAaHO HA TOMY, IIIO HaldacTile MOBHA
rpa aKTyali3yeThCs 3a JOMOMOrOK JICKCHYHHX MOBHHX 3acO0iB 1 TMPHHOMIB.
PosrmstHyTO Taki mpHHOMM JIEKCHYHOI MOBHOI TpH, SK MOpIBHIHHSA, mHepudpas,
MeTadopa, TinepOoia, mepcoHiQikarlis, 3BepTaHHs JI0 HEKUBOTO TIPEIMETa, aTro3is,
[IUTAIli i, AHTOHOMACIS, OMOHIMIsl, IOEJTHAHHS HETIOETHYBAHOTO, METOHIMISL.

Kniouosi cnosa: TYMOPUCTHIHUH IHCKYPC, CUTKOM, MOBHA Tpa, NMpUIlOMU
MOBHOI T'pH, JIEKCHYHA MOBHa T'pa.

Bacunenxo E., Kaura A. Jlekcnueckast si3pIkoBast urpa B cutkoMe ““Teopust
0OITBIIIOTO B3pHIBA”

B crarpe aHanmM3upyeTcst poNb JIEKCHIECKOH SI3BIKOBOI UI'PBI B OCTHKEHUH
IOMOpHUCTHYECKOr0 3¢ (eKTa B TAaKOM XKaHpe AUCKYpca, KaK CHTYallMOHHAs! KOMEIHSL.
MarepranoM  HCCIIEIOBAaHHS  MOCHYXKWINM IIECTh  CE30HOB  IIOMYJISIPHOT'O
aMepHKaHCKoro cutkoma “Teopust G0NBIIOro B3phIBa”. AKIEHTHUPYETCS BHUMaHHUE
Ha TOM, YTO HawOoJiee YacTO S3BIKOBAS WIPa aKTYyalM3HPYeTCcs NPH IOMOIIH
JIEKCUYECKUX SI3BIKOBBIX CPENICTB M TPHEMOB. PaccMaTpUBAIOTCS Takue MPHEMBI
JIEKCHYECKOW S3BIKOBOW WTPHI, KaK CpaBHEHHE, mepudpas, meradopa, Tunepbona,
OJIMIIETBOPEHHE, OOpallleHne K HEeOXyIICBICHHOMY MpPEAMETY, aJIIO3Hs, IUTaIns,
AQHTOHOMACHsI, OMOHUMHSI, COETMHEHNE HECOSMHIMOT 0, METOHIMHUSL.

Kniouesvie cno6a: IOMOPHUCTHUECKHII AWCKYPC, CHUTKOM, SI3BIKOBas WIpa,
TIPUEMBI SI3BIKOBOH HTPHI, JIEKCHYECKasl SI3BIKOBAs UTpa

Vasilenko E., Kniga A. Lexical language play in “The big bang theory” sitcom

The article deals with the phenomenon of language play and its role in
achieving humorous effect in humorous discourse.

-89- © E. Vasilenko, A. Kniga, 2018.



®INONONIYHI CTYAIN. — BUN. 18.

The authors start with considering the notion of language play understood as
creative, non-standard usage of any linguistic units and / or categories to create witty
utterances. To the characteristics of language play belong those of secondary
character, wit, conventionality, artificiality, associativity, substitutiveness,
accentuality, relevance, individuality, aesthetics, the comic effect, etc. Language
play is viewed as one of the main ways of achieving humorous effect in humorous
discourse, including the genre of situational comedy.

The study is based on a popular American sitcom “The Big Bang Theory”.
The authors come to the conclusion that the characters of the sitcom use in their
jokes language play techniques at all the levels of language structure: phonological,
morphological, lexical and syntactic, the most frequent being those of lexical level.
Such means of lexical language play as (in decreasing order of frequency) simile,
periphrasis, metaphor, hyperbole, personification and referring to an inanimate
object, allusion and citation, antonomasia, homonymy, combination of incompatible
words, and metonymy are considered.

Key words: humorous discourse, sitcom, language play, language play
techniques, lexical language play

Problem statement and its connection with important
scientific tasks. Language play (in some papers referred to as
language game; the term introduced by L. Wittgenstein
[Wittgenstein 1953]), which is defined as creative, non-standard
(non-canonical, deviating from the linguistic / stylistic / speech /
logical norm) usage of any linguistic units and/ or categories to
create witty utterances, including those bearing a comic content
[Kultura / Kynmerypa 2007 : 802], is one of the main ways of
achieving humorous effect in humorous discourse, including the
genre of situational comedy.

Situational comedy (sitcom) is a series of weekly shows
featuring regular characters having the capacity for creating
humorous situations. The humour in a sitcom “arises from playing
around with the comic possibilities of those particular character types
interacting with each other in that situation, and may not involve
lines or gags which are funny in isolation” [Ross 1998 : 89].

Analysis of recent research and publications. The
theoretical basis of the research are the works by D. Crystal
[Crystal 2001], O. Konovalova [Konovalova / Konosamosa 2008],
N. Kovilyaeva [Kovilyaeva / Koeuisea 2015], B. Norman [Norman /
Hopman 2006], A.Ross [Ross 1998], A. Skovorodnikov et al.
[Kultura / Kynetypa 2007], etc. In these works, such features of the
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phenomenon under study as wit, conventionality, artificiality,
secondary character, associativity, substitutiveness, accentuality,
relevance, individuality, aesthetics (which consists in the beauty and
grace of the utterance), the comic effect, and the internal (“natural”)
properties of the language itself are distinguished. It is also
underlined that language play embraces all language levels:
phonetics, word formation, lexis, syntax.

It should be taken into consideration that language play serves
as only one of many means of creating a humorous effect and
interacts with other techniques, such as deliberate parody, distortion,
conglomeration, etc.

Goal and objectives of the study. The study is aimed at
identifying and systematizing lexical language play techniques used
by the characters of the sitcom “The Big Bang Theory”.

Presentation of the main research material. The study is
based on the six (Ist, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th and 9th) seasons of the
popular American sitcom “The Big Bang Theory” (for the analysis of
language play in other sitcoms see, e.g., [Vasilenko, Kniga /
Bacunenko, Kuura 2017]).

Phonetic level
1%

Level of word
formation
6%

Syntactic level
28%

Lexical level
65%

Figure 1 — Language play in «The Big Bang Theory» sitcom
(seasons 1, 2, 3,4, 5 and 9)

In the course of the study 965 cases of language play were
selected by the continuous sampling method. Lexical language play,
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being the most frequent, makes up 65% of the total number of the
language play cases used by the protagonists of the show. At the
syntactic level, the use of language play makes up 28%, at the level
of word formation — 6%. Phonetic language play is the least common
and makes up only 1% of the total number of language play cases
used by the characters of the sitcom (see Fig. 1).

The means of creating lexical language play are those of
indirect nominations (O. Konovalova includes here such figures of
speech as metaphor, metonymy, simile, periphrasis [Konovalova /
Konosasnosa 2008]), homonymy, combination of incompatible
words, hyperbole, citation and allusion, antonomasia, personification
and referring to an inanimate object.

In the material under analysis, 626 cases of lexical language
play usage have been found. As there are four protagonists in the
sitcom, it seems necessary to describe language play in the speech of
each character separately (see Table 1).

Table 1
Lexical language play in the speech of the main characters
of “The Big Bang Theory” sitcom (seasons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 9)

Language pla
tegllniiug/ ! Sheldon Leonar | Howar Rajesh Total
d d
Character
Simile 84 33 25 34 176
Periphrasis &3 15 29 19 146
Metaphor 77 20 24 7 128
Hyperbole 35 16 10 2 63
Personification and
referring to an 21 5 5 7 38
inanimate object
Allusion and 2 7 4 4 37
citation
Antonomasia 11 4 7 5 27
Homonymy 5 - 1 1 7
Combination of 1 i 1 1 3
incompatible words
Metonymy - - 1 - 1
Total 339 100 107 80 626
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As the table above shows, lexical language play is most
frequently used in the speech of the main character of the sitcom —
Sheldon Cooper — and includes 339 cases, which makes up 64.69%
of all the language play means used by the character. The protagonist
uses simile (84 cases), periphrasis (83 cases), metaphor (77 cases),
hyperbole (35 cases), allusion and citation (22 cases), personification
and referring to an inanimate object (21 cases), antonomasia
(11 cases), homonymy (5 cases), and combination of incompatible
words (1 case). Sheldon does not use metonymy.

In the speech of Leonard Hofstadter, a smaller number of
lexical language play means is observed — 100 cases, which makes
up 61 % of all the language play techniques used by the character.
The character uses simile (33 cases), metaphor (20 cases), hyperbole
(16 cases), periphrasis (15 cases), allusion and citation (7 cases),
personification and referring to an inanimate object (5 cases),
antonomasia (4 cases). Leonard doesn’t use homonymy, combination
of incompatible words, and, as well as Sheldon, metonymy.

The speech of Howard Wolowitz includes 107 cases of lexical
language play, which makes up 69.48% of all the language play
means used by the character. Howard is the only one who uses all the
lexical language play techniques: periphrasis (29 cases), simile
(25 cases), metaphor (24 cases), hyperbole (10 cases), antonomasia
(7 cases), personification and referring to an inanimate object
(5 cases), allusion and citation (4 cases), homonymy (1 case),
connection of units that cannot be connected (1 case), and metonymy
(1 case).

In Rajesh Kutrappali’s speech, lexical language play usage
includes 80 cases, which makes up 68.97% of all the language play
techniques used by the character. Rajesh uses simile (34 cases),
periphrasis (19 cases), metaphor (7 cases), personification and
referring to an inanimate object (7 cases), antonomasia (5 cases),
allusion and citation (4 cases), hyperbole (2 cases), homonymy
(1 case), and connection of units that cannot be connected (1 case).
Rajesh, as well as Sheldon and Leonard, doesn’t use metonymy.

The total number of cases of lexical language play usage is
reflected in Table 2.
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Table 2

Lexical language play in “The Big Bang Theory” sitcom
(seasons 1, 2, 3,4, 5 and 9)

Language play technique Percentage Number
of cases

Simile 28.1% 176
Periphrasis 23.3% 146
Metaphor 20.4% 128
Hyperbole 10.1% 63
Personification and referring to an 6.1% 38
inanimate object
Allusion and citation 5.9% 37
Antonomasia 4.3% 27
Homonymy 1.1% 7
Combination of incompatible words 0.5% 3
Metonymy 0.2% 1

The data presented in the table indicate that the most common
means of lexical language play used in the sitcom “The Big Bang
Theory” is simile, which makes up 28.1% of all the techniques used
at this level. Periphrasis and metaphor are a little less common. The
least frequently used techniques are those of homonymy,
combination of incompatible words, and metonymy.

Let us consider the examples of lexical language play in the
speech of the main characters of “The Big Bang Theory” sitcom (in
decreasing order of frequency).

Simile. Making an opening statement at the court, Sheldon
compares it with a milking stool that is also inappropriate at this
situation.

Sheldon: Very well, a quick opening statement. Like a milking
stool, my case rests on three legs (SO3E16 10:55).

Periphrasis. Leonard describes his friends Rajesh and Howard
as “a sexually ambivalent Indian astrophysicist with selective mutism
and alcohol issues” and “a hundred-pound Jewish guy who lives with
his mom”:
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Leonard: Do you think a sexually ambivalent Indian
astrophysicist with selective mutism and alcohol issues is better than
a hundred-pound Jewish guy who lives with his mom?
(S04E2007:17)

Metaphor. Trying to get Sheldon’s permission to date his
sister, Raj hints at his nationality (Hindu). Thus, Raj speaks of the
possibility of producing a stronger offspring in case he becomes part
of Sheldon’s family. The metaphor is based on the similarity of the
colour of his skin and the colour of mocha:

Raj: Everybody knows genetic diversity produces the strongest
offspring. Why not put a little mocha in the family latte
(SO1E1512.45).

Hyperbole. Sheldon follows his habits and does the same
things over and over again. On discovering that his old hairdresser
died, he panics and says that his hair grows very fast and in absolute
silence one can hear the sound of hair growing. Obviously, the
process of hair growing cannot be heard, so in this case the character
clearly exaggerates:

Sheldon: I'm sorry. I'm looking for a barber and I'm running
out of time. My hair is growing at the rate of 4.6 yoctometers per
femtosecond. [ mean, if you re quiet, you can hear it (SOSE18 05:00).

Referring to inanimate objects. Raj says how much he will
miss American food when he leaves the country after his visa
expires:

Raj: Oh, beef, I'm going to miss you so much. Do you know, at
the Mumbai McDonald’s, you can’t get a Big Mac? All you can get
is a Chicken Maharaja Mac. And the special sauce, curry, which, in
India, believe you me, is really not that special (SO3E04 05:02).

Allusion. Sheldon has left for Texas, which means that one of
the friends has to go there to bring him back. Trying to avoid this
“fate”, Howard refers to the Bible saying that his people (i. e. the
Jews) have already once crossed the desert:

Howard: ... My people already crossed a desert once, we're
done (SO3E01 15:04).

Citation. Having got attached to “Siri”, Rajesh arranges a
romantic evening with the phone. The character tries to choose a case
for his device and refers to Coco Chanel who came up with the idea
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of a small black dress which is a must in the wardrobe of any
woman:

Raj:... Now, what should we put Siri in for dinner? Leopard,
sparkles, or to paraphrase Coco Chanel, you can never go wrong
with a little black case. Siri, play some smooth jazz (SOSE14 16:10).

Antonomasia. Howard calls his ex-girlfriend Steph “Mrs.
Dead to Me” as she started to date his best friend:

Howard: Oh, if'it isn’t Mrs. Dead to Me.

Steph: Hello, Howard (S02E08 18:07).

Homonymy. Joining the friends’ conversation, Sheldon gets
interested in the topic being discussed. On hearing the word «date»
he tries to figure out what the talk is about:

Sheldon: I see. Now, are we talking, the social interaction, or
the date, the dried fruit? (SO3E09 03:05).

Combination of incompatible words. During the conversation
with Leonard, Sheldon reminds him to hand Penny her mail which
Leonard took both “on purpose and accidently”:

Sheldon: Don’t forget the mail you took accidentally on
purpose so you’'d have an excuse to talk to her (SO1E03 02:25).

Metonymy. Howard’s referring to his scooter as “13 horses”
creates a humorous affect when combined with the phrase “You
might want to stand back”:

Howard: You might want to stand back. I'm sitting on top of
13 horses_here (SO3E20 07:55).

Conclusions and perspectives of further scientific research.
Language play is one of the main means of achieving humorous
effect in such genre of humorous discourse as situational comedies.
The protagonists of a popular American sitcom “The Big Bang
Theory” use these techniques at all language levels, the most
frequent being lexical ones (64,69% of the total number of cases of
language play usage). The most frequently used means are those of
simile, periphrasis, and metaphor. Hyperbole, personification and
referring to an inanimate object, allusion and citation, and
antonomasia occur less often. The rarest techniques are those of
homonymy, combination of incompatible words, and metonymy.
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