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Abstract 

In contrast to verbal humour, visual humour remains a relatively underdeveloped area of 

research. In this exploratory study, we investigate whether scale incongruity ï i.e., discrepancy 

between the expected and actual experience of the size of an object ï can serve as a source of 

humour in the visual modality. We adapt a pre-existing visual data set of mundane scenes by 

altering the size of an individual object in each scene and collecting humorousness ratings from 

human annotators on the original and scale-distorted versions. Our analysis of these 

annotations reveals that scenes with distorted objects are perceived to be significantly funnier 

than the original images. 
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1. Introduction  

Humour plays an essential role in everyday communication. Studying humour leads to a better 

understanding of human communication and culture, which in turn may have important 

implications for humanïmachine interaction. With the growing ubiquity of artificial 

intelligence, particularly in the generation and processing of artistic media, there is a growing 

need for systems capable of grasping the nuances of humour. Engineering such systems will 
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require a more fine-grained understanding of potential sources of humour across multiple 

modalities, and of the contexts that enable these humour sources. 

Although verbal humour has long been studied in linguistics and natural language 

processing (Attardo, 2017; Attardo, 2020), other modalities of humour, including the visual, 

have attracted considerably less attention and remain a great challenge, particularly in 

computational applications (Cowie, 2023; Hempelmann & Samson, 2008). This is unfortunate, 

since visual humour is prominent in contemporary culture, such as Internet 

memes (Chandrasekaran et al., 2016; Wang & Wen, 2015). Visual humour is moreover different 

from verbal humour in structure and likely also in the way it is cognitively 

processed (Hempelmann & Samson, 2008), pointing to the need for specialised theories and 

methodologies. To date, much visual humour research has concerned itself with semantics, 

leaving finer formal aspects un- or under-explored. This is surprising, as visual aspects such as 

form, colour, line, and scale are known to be sources of humour, and moreover set the visual 

medium apart from the textual realm (G®rin, 2013, p. 168). In this work, we investigate whether 

scale incongruity ï i.e., discrepancy between the expectation and actual experience of the size 

of an object ï is a source of visual humour. To this end, we customise a pre-existing data set of 

scenes and collect humorousness ratings by human annotators. Our results suggest that scale 

incongruity can indeed be a source of visual humour. 

2. Background 

Most visual humour research has focused on higher-level semantics in visual scenes as a 

whole (Chandrasekaran et al., 2016; G®rin, 2013; Hempelmann & Samson, 2008). Hempelmann 

& Samson (2008, p. 626) observe that these sorts of studies have an underlying assumption that 

visual humour can be transferred into verbal humour in the sense of ñreadingò images. However, 

they argue that the cognitive processes underlying the experiences of verbal and visual humour 

are probably different: verbal humour is presented in a linear way, even though the processing 

is not necessarily linear, whereas visual humour imposes no firm structure of processing on the 

viewer, even though the composition of an image guides the viewerôs attention. They also argue 

that visual humour can bear multiple incongruities that may or may not be fully recognised by 

the viewer. As G®rin (2013, p. 168) notes, while visual humour can convey humorous aspects 

based on semantics, it has a much broader toolkit that encompasses visual aspects such as 

ñmedium, form, color, line, composition, scale or techniqueò, and sometimes what is represented 

is less significant than how it is represented. 

We hypothesise that scale incongruity can serve as a source of visual humour. Even though 

incongruity is thought to be a necessary condition of humour, it is not a sufficient one, because 

the mere experience of violated expectations could alternatively lead to puzzlement or even 

aversion (Ruch, 2008, p. 25). Whether or not incongruity leads to a mirthful experience depends 

on its (partial) resolution (Attardo, 2020, Ch. 4). Since incongruity is an inherently semantic 

concept, and since semantics goes beyond linguistics, we assume that visual aspects can be a 

source of visual humour only if they are not merely decorative but alter the semantics of a scene. 

An example of scale incongruity as a source of visual humour could be a depiction of a child 

that is about to eat an enormous pile of food. Humour is evoked because the viewer knows that 

this feat is impossible; the same scene with a modestly sized portion of food would not be 

considered funny. Distorting the scale of an object to create a humorous effect has a long history 

in visual art, having been observed, for example, in the wall paintings in Pompeii (Klein, 2014). 

Although scale distortion seems to be a basic humour technique, it has, to the best of our 

knowledge, never before been investigated empirically. 


