Laughing at Language: Humor and Translation
This presentation will have some things old, some things new, some things borrowed (purloined, recycled), and yes, some things a bit blue.
In some cases the jokes, anecdotes, puns, whatever–will be in a language you may not understand. 
I ask you to bear with me and offer the following story by way of expiation.
On a New York street corner a gentile man watched as one two Hasidim carried on a lively conversation in Yiddish. At the conclusion of a humorous story, they burst into laughter, as did   the third man. Turning to him, one of the Hassidics remarked in surprise, “Do you speak Yiddish?” “Not a word,” he replied, “but I have faith in you fellows.”
 _________________________________________________________________________________________
Naiveté about other languages is a rich source of unintentional humor and a theme characterizing many of the examples in this paper. Fortunately, all of us have greater linguistic sophistication than the people in the next two stories.
Young Demetrius, nine years old, returned from his first English elated about how quickly he was learning the tongue. “Today, in the very first class,” he told his father, “we learned how to say ‘This is a green tie with yellow polka dots.’” “Really?” his father responded. “How do you say that?” Proudly the boy answered, “I am the teacher.”
_________________________________________________________________________________________
An Ohio couple, unable to have children, adopted a two-week-old baby from Guatemala and began frantically studying Spanish so they could understand the child when it began to talk!
_________________________________________________________________________________________
The pun, a bane of the literary translator, has been reviled and revered, excoriated and exalted. 
Here are several examples of puns–some exquisite, some excruciating. In more than one language. 
You may wish to ask yourself how you would translate these if you encountered them in a work of fiction.
Understanding this story requires a little knowledge of French–a very little knowledge:
A tourist in the south of France was walking along the shore of a river when he saw a small boy carrying a burlap bag go to the middle of a small bridge. From the movement of the bag and sounds coming from it, he deduced there were kittens inside. To his horror, the boy hurled the bundle into the water, where it sank without a trace. Unable to contain himself, he overtook the boy and asked how many felines had perished. The reply: “Une deux trois cats cinc.”
An equally challenging example is the following, from Spanish, based on the idea that you repeat the phrase, 
each time omitting the final word.  Remember: It must be both meaningful and funny each time: 
¡Ay Pedro así no se puede hacer nada!
_________________________________________________________________________________________
For people in our profession, the rarest and most satisfying type of pun (if one can call a pun satisfying) is the bilingual pun. Perhaps even more of a feat of polyglot prowess is the bilingual pun in two languages other than one’s own. An example I picked up from Spanish-speaking friends:
An attractive young woman got on a bus in Havana (this was in pre-Castro days) and was walking toward a seat in the rear when the bus gave a lurch and she went sprawling, her skirt flying up over her hips. 
One blasé gentlemen, attempting to minimize the incident, said with a shrug to a fellow passenger, “C’est la vie.” The instant rejoinder: “¡Yo también y no he dicho nada!”
_________________________________________________________________________________________
A recurring theme in linguistic-based humor is the naive mistakes committed by those unfamiliar with the language and/or culture. A sampling:
A Brazilian (or Argentine, Uruguayan or other Spanish-speaker; it works in both languages) arrives in this country with little more than the vaguest notions of English but armed with a pocket bilingual dictionary. 
After friends who speak his language have dropped him off, he is seated in his hotel room when a knock comes 
at the door. Hastily grabbing his dictionary, he looks up the necessary phrase and shouts: “Between!”
On a visit to the United States, Charles de Gaulle was honored at a banquet in the White House. Seated beside her was an official who spoke no French but who tried to engage her in conversation by asking, “Madame de Gaulle, what do you think the most important thing in life is?” “A penis,” she replied. Overhearing, her husband said gently, “I believe, my dear, that in English it is pronounced ’appiness.”
An Englishmen had lived in Brazil for twenty years, in which time he had acquired perhaps ten words of Portuguese. One night at a dinner party he was seated next to an elegant lady who spoke no English. 
Desirous of recounting an amusing incident that had taken place earlier that afternoon at the beach, 
he feverishly racked his brain to recall his long-forgotten schoolboy Latin in an effort to express himself. 
Think, man: I was standing on the beach... Stand–foot–ped!  Right: “Eu estava peidando na praia . . .”
A lot of mishaps apparently take place on buses; I heard the following jape in Brazil. A gringo (American, no doubt) had emigrated to Brazil and was the butt of jokes because of his constant inaccuracy in the gender of nouns: o árvore, a livro, etc. Finally tiring of this abuse, he began studying day and night until he was so proficient in gender that he could even use cólera correctly. One day he was on a bus and an unfortunately lady tripped, with the same results mentioned earlier. Her small son, seeing her distress, shouted “Acuda mamãe!” (Help, Mommy!) Whereupon the gringo corrected him: “No, no, menino. It’s ô ....”
_________________________________________________________________________________________
Here are a few juvenile–make that infantile–puns in Spanish. 
Anyone with more than a kindergarten education in Spanish is hereby warned.
They take the form of riddles.
• ¿En qué se parece un tren a una manzana? .... ¡En que no es-pera!
• ¿En qué se parece un abrigo a un preso? .... ¡En que no es-capa!
• If you’re still with me after that, try this one: ¿Cuántas estrellas hay? . . . . 50 (sin cuenta)
• Continuing on the celestial theme, ¿Cuántos santos hay en el cielo? .... Respuesta: Cuatro santos y un santito (Domingo, Tomás, Tomé, Tobías–y San Tito; the rest are "sanes").
•¿Cuál es el animal más perezoso del mundo? (El pez. ¿Sabes lo que hace un pez? Nada.)
_________________________________________________________________________________________
Occasionally a pun comes along that is completely translatable into another language. This story, which I collected (as the folklorists say) in English survives intact the transfer to Spanish or Portuguese:
• Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and George Bush Sr. (don’t ask) are all kidnapped by terrorists and spirited away to a remote area of Central America where each in turn is to be executed by firing squad. Reagan, first to face the paredón, seeing the guns leveled at him, has a sudden inspiration and shouts “Earthquake!” In the ensuing confusion he makes his escape. Bush’s turn. At the last moment before the rifles go off, he yells “Flood!” and as everyone scrambles for cover makes his escape. This leaves Jimmy Carter. Thinking furiously, as the order is about to be given, he screams “Fire!”
This one perhaps belongs under the comeuppance category.
• A Chilean had traveled through the U.S. and Mexico for some months and upon his return to Santiago had affected an Anglicized pronunciation of several place names. “Pasé mucho tiempo,” he related, “en Mexico y Texas.” One of his listeners, who had had enough, exclaimed, “¡Caraxo, cómo has viaxado!”
_________________________________________________________________________________________
The following is a true incident that took place about ten years ago in the Dominican Republic, where I spent an academic year in 1981-82. I remember the occasion and the situation vividly because it represented one of the five greatest puns of my life, one that, alas, went totally unperceived and, as in Gray’s “Elegy in a Country Churchyard,” was a flower “born to blush unseen, / And waste its sweetness on the desert air.”
• The American military attaché, a scuba enthusiast, recounted how, two weeks after arriving in the island nation he had gone diving. A moray eel, a species numerous in the location, took a chunk out of his calf, leaving him hobbling for weeks. I of course expressed my heartfelt sympathy. “I’m sorry,” I told him, “that so soon after getting here you ran afoul of the local morays.”
_________________________________________________________________________________________
I see my time is nearly up, so I’ll conclude with what the frog said sitting on the lily pad, doing what frogs usually do. “You know,” he murmured contentedly, “time’s fun when you’re having flies.”
