
[image: cover]



 

 

 

A CULTURAL HISTORY 
OF COMEDY

VOLUME 5



 

 

A Cultural History of Comedy

General Editors: Andrew McConnell Stott and Eric Weitz



Volume 1

A Cultural History of Comedy in Antiquity

Edited by Michael Ewans



Volume 2

A Cultural History of Comedy in the Middle Ages

Edited by Martha Bayless



Volume 3

A Cultural History of Comedy in the Early Modern Age

Edited by Andrew McConnell Stott



Volume 4

A Cultural History of Comedy in the Age of Enlightenment

Edited by Elizabeth Kraft



Volume 5

A Cultural History of Comedy in the Age of Empire

Edited by Matthew Kaiser



Volume 6

A Cultural History of Comedy in the Modern Age

Edited by Louise Peacock



[image: cover]





CONTENTS



	LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

	NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

	SERIES PREFACE

	Introduction: Comic Frames in the Age of Empire

	Matthew Kaiser

	1    Form: An Empire of Jokes in the Age of American Expansion

	Todd Nathan Thompson

	2    Theory: Deadpan and Comedy Theory

	Sarah Balkin

	3    Praxis: A Comedy Revolution

	Milena Kozić

	4    Identity: Popular Performance from Peoria to Paris

	Will Visconti

	5    The Body: From Grimaldi to Chaplin

	Sara Lodge

	6    Politics and Power: Nineteenth-Century American Humor

	Gregg Camfield

	7    Laughter: The Ugly History

	Matthew Kaiser

	8    Ethics: Dickensian Satire and Mealtime Shame

	Rob Jacklosky and Matthew Kaiser

	NOTES

	REFERENCES

	INDEX


 



	i

	ii

	iii

	v

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	30

	29

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	55

	54

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	98

	97

	99

	100

	102

	101

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	241

	iv






LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

INTRODUCTION

0.1Editorial cartoon “The White (?) Man’s Burden” by William H. Walker, Life, 1899.

0.2“The Browns erect an impromptu wigwam,” from Thomas Onwhyn’s Mr. and Mrs. John Brown’s Visit to London to see the Grand Exposition of All Nations, 1851.

0.3“Mr. and Mrs. Brown visit the theatre during the Great Exhibition” by Thomas Onwhyn, 1851.

0.4Cartoon depicting Victorian freakshow patrons flocking to the Egyptian Hall, Piccadilly, Punch, 1847.

CHAPTER ONE

1.1“A Shocking Bad Knight” in Fisher’s Comic Almanac 1851.

1.2“Crockett Defending the Mouth of the Mississippi” in Davy Crockett’s Almanac 1847.

1.3“Crockett Delivering His Celebrated War Speech” in Davy Crockett’s Almanac 1847.29

1.4Uncle Sam reviews the presidential candidates in Thomas Nast’s “May the Best Man Win!” in Phunny Phellow, 1864.

1.5“American Humorists” in Moore’s Rural New-Yorker, 1873.

CHAPTER TWO

2.1Portrait of William Hazlitt from a miniature by John Hazlitt, 1800.

2.2An 1878 engraving of American humorist Artemus Ward (Charles Farrar Browne).

2.3Playbill for Christy’s Minstrels at the Mechanics’ Hall, New York City, 1849.

2.4Entertainer Bert Williams in his “Nobody” persona, 1922.

2.5George Grossmith as John Wellington Wells in The Sorcerer at the Savoy Theatre, London, England, 1884–5.

2.6Irene Vanbrugh as Gwendolyn Fairfax in The Importance of Being Earnest, 1895.

CHAPTER THREE

3.1Advertisement for “The Simple Pimple” starring George Robey, 1891.

3.2Cover of Score of Airs from The Mikado by Gilbert and Sullivan, 1885.

3.3Advertisement for the Hanlon-Lees’ Le Voyage en Suisse, c. 1880.

3.4Pantomime artist Dan Leno, c. 1896.

3.5Pen and ink drawing of Bessie Bellwood on stage, c. 1880s.

3.6Charlie Chaplin (left) and actor Eric Campbell in the 1917 silent film The Cure.

CHAPTER FOUR

4.1Marie Lloyd promotional poster, 1898.

4.2Sheet music for E.W. Mackney’s “The Whole Hog or None,” London, c. 1850.

4.3“La nouvelle chanson de Thérésa [Nourrice Sur Lieux]” (Thérésa’s new song [Live-in Nanny]) by André Gill in La Lune, 1866.

4.4American comedy team Joe Weber and Lew Fields as their Dutch Act characters, Mike and Meyer.

4.5Publicity postcard for male impersonator Vesta Tilley, c. 1910.

4.6Canadian singer and vaudeville performer Eva Tanguay, c. 1909.

CHAPTER FIVE

5.1Joseph Grimaldi as Clown in Harlequin & Asmodeus or Cupid on Crutches, Theatre Royal Covent Garden, December 26, 1810, from a drawing by R. Norman, published by Rudolph Ackermann, London, England, 1811.

5.2“The Gentleman Next Door declares his Passion for Mrs. Nickleby” by “Phiz” (Hablot Knight Browne), Nicholas Nickleby, 1839.

5.3John Tenniel, illustration of Alice transforming into a long-necked creature from the 1890 edition of Alice in Wonderland.

5.4Actor William Sydney Penley in drag as Charley’s Aunt in 1892.

5.5Charlie Chaplin caught as a human cog in a vast machine in Modern Times, 1936.

CHAPTER SIX

6.1True Williams, “Return in War-Paint,” in Mark Twain’s The Innocents Abroad, 1869.

6.2Seal of New Netherland, c. 1650.

6.3Davy Crockett fights off a cougar, from 1859 edition of Life of Col. David Crockett.

CHAPTER SEVEN

7.1The Hearty Laugh of the Gentler Sex, c. 1875 (engraving from The Philosophy of Laughter and Smiling).

7.2The Superlative Laugh, or Highest Degree of Laughter, c. 1875 (engraving from The Philosophy of Laughter and Smiling).

7.3A nineteenth-century phrenologist mapping a boy’s scalp, n.d.

7.4A pleased monkey in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, 1872.

CHAPTER EIGHT

8.1J. J. Grandville, “A young rabbit refusing the advances of a pig-prostitute,” in Les métamorphoses du jour, 1829.

8.2George Cruikshank, “Oliver asking for More,” Oliver Twist, 1837.

8.3“Phiz” (Hablot Knight Browne), “The Internal Economy of Dotheboys Hall,” Nicholas Nickleby, 1839.

8.4“Phiz” (Hablot Knight Browne), “Our Housekeeping,” David Copperfield, 1850.



CONTRIBUTORS

Sarah Balkin is a lecturer in English and Theatre Studies at the University of Melbourne. She is the author of Spectral Characters: Genre and Materiality on the Modern Stage (2019) and articles on nineteenth-, twentieth-, and twenty-first-century literature, theater, and performance. Her current research examines the historical emergence of deadpan performance (1830–1930) and its derivations in contemporary queer and feminist comedy.

Gregg Camfield is Provost and Vice Chancellor of University of California, Merced. He is the author of Necessary Madness: The Humor of Domesticity in Nineteenth-Century American Literature (1997) and Sentimental Twain: Samuel Clemens in the Maze of Moral Philosophy (1994), and the editor of The Oxford Companion to Mark Twain (2003) and the Bedford Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (2008).

Rob Jacklosky is Professor of English and Director of the Core Curriculum at the College of Mount Saint Vincent, Bronx, NY. His essay on Dickens’s influence on Donna Tartt’s The Goldfinch appears in the collection Dickens After Dickens (2020), edited by Emily Bell. His other publications include essays on Matthew Arnold and Frank Sinatra. He has chronicled his experiences as an incompetent supernumerary in American Ballet Theatre and Met Opera productions for McSweeney’s Internet Tendency. His short stories and non-fiction have appeared in Sonora Review, Prairie Schooner, and Dappled Things, among other venues. 

Matthew Kaiser is Associate Professor and Chair of English at the University of California, Merced. He is the author of The World in Play: Portraits of a Victorian Concept (2012), the translator of Venus in Furs by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, and the editor of seven books, including, most recently, An Apology for Idlers and Other Essays by Robert Louis Stevenson.

Milena Kozić obtained her doctorate in Media Studies from King’s College London. Her thesis, focused on the 1990s NBC sitcom Seinfeld, elucidated the role played in humor by incongruity mechanisms and play cues/frames, as well as by marginal phenomena of performance, such as corpsing. She holds an MPhil in English and Applied Linguistics from Cambridge University, and has taught linguistics and sociolinguistics at the Open University in London and at Kingston University in London. Her multidisciplinary work has appeared in such venues as Language and Humour in the Media.

Sara Lodge is Senior Lecturer in English at the University of St. Andrews, specializing in nineteenth-century literature and culture. She has written books on the comic and social protest poet Thomas Hood (1799–1845) and on the critical history of Jane Eyre. Her latest book, Inventing Edward Lear, which examines Lear’s musical sound-world and the importance of his background as a musician and composer to his most famous nonsense poems, was published in 2018. She has published over forty papers on topics including John Clare, John Keats, Charles Lamb, Andrew Lang, Max Beerbohm, the literary annuals, and the Brontës’ Angrian fiction.

Todd Nathan Thompson is Professor of English at Indiana University of Pennsylvania. He is also Treasurer-Secretary of the American Humor Studies Association. Todd is author of The National Joker: Abraham Lincoln and the Politics of Satire (2015). His work on political satire and pre-1900 US literature has also appeared in Scholarly Editing, Early American Literature, ESQ, Nineteenth-Century Prose, Studies in American Humor, Teaching American Literature, and elsewhere. He currently is at work on a book project entitled “Savage Laughter: Nineteenth-Century American Humor and the Pacific, 1840–1880.”

Will Visconti teaches in the Department of Art History at the University of Sydney, where he completed a joint PhD in French Studies and Italian Studies. His teaching spans additional disciplines from History to Modern Languages. In 2017–18 he was a visiting fellow in the Institute for Modern Language Research at Senate House, London. Since 2012 he has been involved with the Australasian Humour Studies Network. Will’s research focuses on representations of gender, sexuality, and transgression, particularly during the late nineteenth century. He is currently at work on a biography of the performer Louise Weber (La Goulue).



SERIES PREFACE

One of the best places to look for the deep-lying thoughts, feelings, and presumptions of a society is in its comedy. Any historical text rewards informed study for the insights into sociocultural contexts that reside sometimes invisibly in and between its lines. Texts associated with comedy and the comic go that step deeper by virtue of being built upon a generic presumption of insider status.

Umberto Eco, the writer, philosopher, and semiotician, intimated as much in a 1980 essay1 when he pointed out that, unlike tragedy, comedy assumes a nigh conspiratorial stance toward the society it renders. According to Eco, the tragic journeys of, say, Orestes and Madame Bovary, may derive from societies differing to some extent from our own, but the codified injunctions regarding retribution and adultery are made eminently clear as part and parcel of their textual worlds. In comic texts, on the other hand, we encounter the fact that comedy does not always travel well, and “without a degree in classics we don’t know exactly why the Socrates of Aristophanes should make us laugh” (1995: 270). Eco concludes that, whereas tragedy will acknowledge the social rule being violated and, indeed, examine its validity, “comic works take the rule for granted, and don’t bother to restate it” (1995: 272). Building upon this principle, comedy trades on that within society which needs no introduction—it takes as given the rules and structures it breaks, varies, and usually reaffirms. A probing of the comic practices of other times and places, with a critical light shone on their assumptions by the many contributors assembled in these volumes, stands to expose considerable tensions between individuals and society. A cultural history of comedy, then, promises wide-ranging insight through the examination of both how it presents experience on the ground, and what further it reveals about what goes without saying in the everyday life beneath it.

At best comedy identifies itself only in soft focus. The six volumes of this series provide extensive evidence that there is little enough basis for generalization about comedy as to render anything one might hope to claim panoramically about it all but meaningless. Each of the volumes serves to impress how differently comedy has been defined, idealized, practiced, and received over the past few thousand years. As a proto-genre, it arose in and through Greek and Roman cultures in the crucible of the dawning European civilization we have come to call Antiquity. Its subsequent invocation as a descriptor for other types of literature and performance retains an inescapably western orientation, even though formal features associated with comedy—notably, playful or humorous registers—can be found in ancient texts from around the world. While reference to texts and thought beyond western contexts appear occasionally in these volumes, the prevailing focus remains within such frames of reference.

We have looked to organize our Cultural History of Comedy into eight themes across the six volumes, both for manageability and to suit readers pursuing circumscribed perspectives. Each volume begins with an introduction that aims to orient the reader in period and context. Three of the themes—Form, Theory, and Praxis—might appear in many a broad treatment of art as a cultural object of study, with three more—Identity, Politics and Power, and Ethics—representing its social implications and supplying lines of inquiry relevant to studies in other subjects, as well. The rooting of human experience in the Body has garnered increased attention over the past half century and more, and on several levels remains of particular interest to a vision of the world through comedy. Laughter, of course, is a theme that appears the most viable throughline for comedy, all but definitive of the transaction between comic text and spectator/reader.

The corpus of comedy-related thought and practice is sprawling and ever-expanding, and so, to some extent, each of the contributors has customized an approach to the theme according to their scholarly spheres. We have, in any case, tried to ensure that the fifty-four essays contained in these volumes (eight themed essays plus an introduction in each one) offer themselves accessibly to more than a strictly academic readership. In fact, you will find herein a range of orientations and writing styles not limited to any given band of conventional scholarly approach. Whatever the cause or nature of any given reader’s interest, there are intriguing and, indeed, revealing times ahead within the pages of this and the other volumes.

Andrew McConnell Stott and Eric Weitz, General Editors



Introduction

Comic Frames in the Age of Empire

MATTHEW KAISER

THE WANDERING CLOWN

In the Poetics, Aristotle floated the theory that the origin of Greek comedy—the word “comedy” itself—can be traced to itinerant clowns venturing beyond city limits to outlying villages. Dorians “in the Peloponnese,” Aristotle explained, “call villages kōmai, while the Athenians call them dēmoi; their contention is that comic performers [kōmōdoi] got their name not from revelling [kōmazein] but from wandering through villages when banned from the city” (1995: 37). The Poetics constitutes the world’s first work of literary criticism; it contains the first attempt at a cultural history of comedy. If one buys the wandering-clown theory, then comedy emerged from “out-of-placeness,” from the collision or awkward intersection of incommensurate worlds. It is not the content of the comedian’s act, his “revelling,” that is “comical” in the modern sense of the word. Rather, it is his misplaced presence. The sight of a vagrant entertainer from the city, on foot or mounted on a donkey, descending a hill, or rounding a bend, must have elicited chuckles from country folk. A nuisance and a delight, another mouth to feed, this outcast comedian—so different than other intruders, than soldiers, say, or highwaymen, or peddlers—was a contradiction in terms. A friendly alien, a harmless outlaw, he blurred and reinforced cultural and geographic divisions between city and village, center and periphery. His songs celebrated his liminality, his nimble navigation of contradiction.

No wonder comedy as a historical (and ideological) phenomenon has proven—in the words of Samuel Johnson—so “unpropitious to definers” (1825: 19), to the cartographers and boundary-makers of culture. “Don’t fence me in!” comedy warns its critics. Most appear to have listened. “There has been precious little agreement,” literary historian Paul Lauter admits, “about the nature of comedy itself” (1964: xv). If comedy, Matthew Bevis observes, resists being “pin[ned] down to a specific location,” that is because the “comic imagination,” “like a pun, … teases doubleness from singularity” (2013: 7). It destabilizes the map, the very idea of maps. “The comic,” Andrew Stott explains, “can be thought of as a means of opening up the possibility of multiple perspectives, as each concept culturally established as orthodox simultaneously presents itself for the possibility of comic subversion, a silent but parallel conversation that might erupt at any moment” (2005: 8–9). “The essence of all jokes,” Ralph Waldo Emerson asserts, indeed, “of all comedy, seems to be an honest or well-intended halfness,” that is, a willingness “to look … at every object in existence aloof” (1876: 139–40), as if one were straddling two orders of reality, committed to neither.

Even Aristotle himself, twenty-two centuries dead, could not escape the double vision of the wandering clown. In the 1870s, Oscar Wilde journeyed in the opposite direction of Aristotle’s itinerant entertainer, from province to metropole, from Irish periphery to London center. Around him the map of empire had colored whole continents pink. “A map of the world that does not include Utopia,” Wilde declared in “The Soul of Man under Socialism” (1891), “is not worth even glancing at” (2007b: 247). Like all anti-cartographic thinkers, or boundary-crossers, Wilde spoke deftly out of both sides of his mouth. About Aristotle’s Poetics, he had this to say: “It is absolutely perfect” and “it is badly written” (2007a: 139). A proud Irishman and ambivalent British subject, Wilde understood that the very ground on which he stood was saturated with imperial power. A brilliant comedian, he understood, too, the epistemological delight and psychological relief that audiences experience when that ground is yanked from beneath their feet, suspending their minds momentarily in indeterminacy and disorientation. “The well-bred contradict other people,” Wilde explained in 1894: “the wise contradict themselves” (1969b: 433).

The trope of the wandering clown—agent, celebrant, spokesperson, or shameless exploiter of the world’s contradictions—is one of several possible frames that we might use to make sense of comedy in the Age of Empire. We’ll consider alternative frames a little later, in this introduction as well as in the chapters that follow. Here, however, comedy can be seen as a cognitive and emotional coping mechanism enabling metropolitan and colonial populations to survive or thrive in a world in flux. Given the momentous cultural changes that occurred in the decades spanning the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—shifting borders, socioeconomic upheaval, unprecedented overseas expansion by the “Great Powers” of Europe and, later, by the United States—the age was uniquely conducive to comedy. It was conducive not because empire is comical, but because the logic of modern empire is structured by unsustainable hence comedically exploitable contradictions. The years from 1800 to 1920 are marked by fraught cultural encounters, some genocidal, between settlers and indigenous peoples; deepening class tensions and mass migration spurred by uneven economic growth, industrialization, urbanization, and over-population; the political, professional, and cultural ascendancy of the middle classes and the emergence of modern consumer society and liberal democracy; increased race-consciousness on the part of Western populations and a concomitant rise in ethnic nationalism, eugenic ideology, and biological determinism; scientific and technological innovation, including “rapid advances in the means and reliability of communication” and “the development of steamships, railways, postal services, and telegraphs” (Porter 1999: 6–7); “intense rivalry among the European powers during the Scramble for [or Partition of] Africa and large portions of Asia and the South Pacific” (Brantlinger 1988: ix); increasingly destructive technologies of warfare and the globalization of total war; and the daunting administrative and strategic-planning challenge of reshaping the world, reengineering human life itself, in the name of economic development, national security, and the purported superiority of Western civilization (Porter 1999: 15–19). Any historical period this buffeted by change and transformation, any world turned this upside-down, is ripe for clowning. A famous 1899 political cartoon by William H. Walker in Life magazine captures the topsy-turvy nature of the historical moment; and it does so in the context of American and European imperialism and hypocrisy. Titled “The White (?) Man’s Burden,” the cartoon flips Rudyard Kipling’s poetic script, depicting the weight of Western imperialism as crushing the bodies of conquered peoples, who march across an inhospitable landscape and into an uncertain future doubled over in pain and despair, beasts of burden beneath comically oversized imperial masters: gangly Uncle Sam on the shoulders of the diminutive Philippines, rotund John Bull atop a turbaned India, martial Germany and France on the bent backs of Africa.

[image: Book title]

FIGURE 0.1:    Editorial cartoon “The White (?) Man’s Burden” by William H. Walker, Life, 1899. Photo by Stock Montage / Contributor / Getty Images.


Metropolitan and colonial literary works and popular entertainments of the period teem with modern equivalents of the wandering clown: tricksters, ironists, humorists, sassy music-hall celebrities, and those who dwell, like William Makepeace Thackeray’s Barry Lyndon or Mark Twain’s Huck Finn, or like Wilde’s own carefully curated public persona, in contradiction and disorientation. These figures flit or stumble or creep across the shifting cultural landscapes of the period: shadows cast by modernity, by the unmaking and remaking of the world. Not all wandering clowns, however, are skeptical of or hostile to the imperial project or to global capitalism. Where Wilde optimistically declares that the “cultivation” of “cosmopolitan” pluralism, of a comedic multiplicity of perspective, “will annihilate race-prejudices” (2007a: 202–3) and purge the Western mind of tribalism, other comic writers and entertainers from the period deftly and eagerly exploit comic indeterminacy for conservative, normative, or nationalist ends. Liminality cuts both ways; comic subversion is a transideological phenomenon. As global capitalism reshapes agrarian, pre-industrial, and non-Western cultures and communities, and as an increasingly interconnected world contracts, these liminal figures—whatever their politics—venture further afield, the “periphery” having expanded in the Western imagination to encompass new frontiers, overseas territories, trade routes, buffer zones, semiautonomous client-states, international commercial enterprises, and other “Imperial assets” (Porter 1999: 5). Some of these frontiers, Edward Said reminds us, the ideological construct known as “the Orient,” for instance, are fantastical in nature and “half-imagined”: “a theatrical stage affixed to Europe” (1994: 63). Peachey Carnehan and Daniel Dravot come immediately to mind. British con artists, Orientalist buffoons, and would-be tyrants, they venture “beyond the Border” and over the Khyber Pass in Kipling’s short story “The Man who would be King” (1888), disguised as Asian merchants, a “mad priest” and his servant, selling “whirligigs” (1908: 220, 218). Their plan is to conquer Kafiristan and to install themselves as absolute rulers. Only Peachey returns to British India alive, crucified, his face disfigured, by his former subjects. Or recall Bonaparte Blenkins in Olive Schreiner’s novel The Story of an African Farm (1883), another imperial grifter, who appears one afternoon on a Boer farm, unsettling the settlers. A dissolute Irishman with a “pendulous red nose” (1992: 17), he claims not only to “have been in every country in the world” (1992: 25), but to be related to both Napoleon Bonaparte and Queen Victoria. Here, the non-Western world, the South, the East, serves as a comic stage on which Kipling and Schreiner, respectively, lampoon the most easily condemnable expressions of cultural myopia and imperial hubris.

It would be a mistake, however, to conceive of the wandering clown too narrowly as an actual itinerant or raggedy jokester; nor should we view the trope of comic peripateticism or “aloofness” exclusively through the lens of geography, imperial or otherwise. A wandering clown dwells inside us all, circling our contradictions. By the early-to-mid-nineteenth century, all the world is an outlying village—even, in the case of a multiethnic megalopolis like London, the city itself. And while many people remain fixed to a single locale all their lives, all of them, to an extent, are adrift in intricate inner worlds, “in the chambers of the sea,” as Prufrock described them (Eliot 1978: 7). The winding road once traveled by Aristotle’s kōmōdoi has been internalized in the modern age, the ancient tension between town and country playing out, not only on a global scale in the tension between metropole and province, but more abstractly in “tensions between the individual and the mass, the inner and the outer, the private and the public, … idealism and realism,” the past and the future, the conscious and the unconscious (Romanska and Ackerman 2017: 181, 191). These are the incommensurate worlds we now straddle. The contradictions that structure modern identity—the sociocultural fault lines within subjectivity—are the stuff now of comedy. The apocryphal Age of Heroes, of moral and hierarchical clarity, has long since given way to the Age of Clowns, to the epistemological elasticity and moral relativism characteristic of modernity, or what Henry James punningly dubbed “the Awkward Age,” when Western bourgeois society, like an unripe debutante, comes clumsily of age. “I want a hero,” Byron declares, in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars, in the first Canto of Don Juan (1819): “When every year and month sends forth a new one,/ Till, after cloying the gazettes with cant,/ The age discovers he is not the true one” (1839: 53). Byron plucks his satiric anti-hero, “our ancient friend Don Juan,” from the clown-world of “the pantomime” (1839: 53). Nearly a century later, on the eve of the First World War, T. S. Eliot arrives at much the same tragicomic conclusion, namely, that modern man is a laughable creature adrift in a disorienting and relativistic world: “I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be;/ Am an attendant lord, … At times, indeed, almost ridiculous—/ Almost, at times, the Fool” (1978: 7). Think of the wandering clown, then, as a metaphor not only for comic indeterminacy or for what Emerson called “halfness,” but for the disorientation and contradiction intrinsic to modern consciousness.

By now it should be apparent that this cultural history of comedy has strayed quite far from what is customarily understood by “comedy”: humorous plays for the stage, or, as the lexicographically inclined Johnson described them, “such a dramatick representation of human life, as may excite mirth” (1825: 20). But there is method to our meandering, for it reflects the increasingly baggy nature of the concept of “comedy” in the period under review, its gradual decoupling from the literary arts, and its eventual conflation in the popular imagination with humorous phenomena more generally, with amusement, hilarity, irony, nonsense, silliness, cleverness, and topsy-turvydom. This is not to say that stage comedies or traditional comic plots fell out of favor with audiences in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They did not. Nor does it mean that nineteenth-century critics cease making distinctions of any kind among various humorous or comical phenomena. What it does mean, however, is that by the mid-nineteenth century the idea of comedy had expanded to encompass almost everything that causes, in Lauter’s words, “a psycho-physical phenomenon, laughter” (1964: xviii). Where eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century theorists of comedy viewed it primarily as an aesthetic category or literary form, as the century progressed the study of comedy (and humor) merged with and became subsumed in the multidisciplinary study of laughter: a fertile academic field in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and one which attracted psychologists, sociologists, evolutionary biologists, theologians, and later psychoanalysts, among others, who seized upon the laugh impulse as a key to unlocking the mysteries of the human mind. William Hazlitt’s 1819 lectures on wit and humor, for example, are nostalgically fixated, like so many critical treatments of comedy from the early decades of the century on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century “comic writers” (1819: 1). Hazlitt includes three lectures on the English dramatists, one on periodical essayists, one on eighteenth-century novelists, and one on William Hogarth’s satirical paintings, which he compares favorably to works of literature: “Other pictures we see, Hogarth’s we read” (1819: 267). By contrast, in 1877, Victorian novelist George Meredith uses the occasion of an essay on dramatic comedy to pivot abruptly into
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