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from The Gull’s Horn-Book by
Thomas Dekker (1609) § 3:55

from Wits, Fits and Fancies (1595) § † 0:49

Eight Kinds of Drunkenness from
Pierce Penniless His Supplication To The Devil
by Thomas Nashe (1592) + 2:24

Launce and his Dog from Two Gentlemen
of Verona by William Shakespeare 2:38

from The Anatomy Of Melancholy
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from Right Ho Jeeves by P.G. Wodehouse + 9:45
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There’s nothing like a good laugh, is there?
Yet why do we do it? Bursting into laughter
is one of the most inexplicable and
unpredictable of human actions and it takes
so many forms. 

We laugh with embarrassment when we
make a mistake; it can be cruel – whole TV
programmes seem to be built on videos of
people continually falling over, producing
gales of audience laughter without a
thought for the pain of the victim involved.
We laugh out of sympathy, too, when we
recognise someone else’s predicament and
thank heaven we aren’t in it. 

But whatever the motivation for a good
laugh, we certainly feel the better for it. A
hearty guffaw lightens the spirits, relaxes
tension and leaves us with a sense of well-
being towards our fellow man. Authors
have tried, from generation to generation,
to discover the key, the secret ingredient
that can reduce their readers to
helplessness. P.G. Wodehouse found it, 
so did Dickens and Jerome K. Jerome,
classic authors that will cause explosive,
uncontrollable laughter for as long as man
continues to read. 

It was with the arrival of the printing

press that the professional humorist was
born. The oral tradition of telling jokes was
refined and explored in a narrative form,
and before long the comic novel evolved,
the earliest appearing in the reign of
Elizabeth I. Comic authors were necessarily
writing for the educated, and used literary
devices such as wit, defined by Pope as
‘what oft was thought but ne’er so well
expressed’. Wit became a social grace in the
18th century when, for a gentleman, a
knowing smile was permissible, but loud
laughter was only for the vulgar. Lord
Chesterfield, during the course of a series of
letters advising his son on social etiquette,
remarks: ‘Since I have had the full use of my
reason, nobody has ever heard me laugh’.
The comic literature that is reliant on 
wit can be seen in Joseph Addison’s
contributions to The Spectator and the dry
elegance of Alexander Pope’s verse. The
desire to be considered a wit produced the
likes of the Rev. Sydney Smith and Oscar
Wilde, both of whom are remembered
today more for what they said than for
what they did.

Satire was another tool of the
professional humorist. Sometimes it was
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used to shocking effect, as in Swift’s essay,
not included here, in which he suggests that
any superfluous children in the world should
be eaten as a delicacy! The thread of satire
weaves throughout this selection – almost
every literary piece contains it to a degree.
Yet one has to wonder sometimes if it is
intentional or not, as in Robert Burton’s
17th-century examination of the ‘humour’
of melancholy. It appears to be a sort of
‘self-help’ book, yet at times it is ludicrously
funny. Listen to the description of a lover’s
mistress, and see if you don’t agree. 
Comic writers, in search of that elusive
philosopher’s stone of humour, have pushed
back the boundaries of taste, as Smollett did
for his contemporaries, getting himself
labelled as coarse in the process. Writers
also destroyed those boundaries as Sterne
did in his startlingly crazy novel Tristram
Shandy. One cannot read it without thinking
of another comic genius of our own time,
Spike Milligan. Both men changed the
course of comic writing.

In the 19th century, comic writing
concentrated on the observation of
character with its attendant foibles and
eccentricities, and besides a brief glimpse at
the gallery of comic creations by Dickens, I
have also included some other Victorian
favourites, though not so well-known today,
such as Douglas Jerrold’s indomitable ‘Mrs.

Caudle’ and Barry Pain’s long-suffering ’bus-
conductor’.

The pioneers of the British Empire, along
with the obligatory Bible and Complete
Works of Shakespeare, doubtless also took
their favourite light reading abroad with
them. Early writers in America, for example,
copied the style of the old folks at home but
it was Mark Twain who defined a native
style and made it popular worldwide. From
imitators, the American humorists became
imitated. In fact the sharp spare one-liner is
an American invention, dating back to the
‘wise sayings’ of Josh Billings. Dorothy
Parker is a mistress of it, and attacks our
senses with barbed darts, hitting the solar
plexus before we realise it, in her classic
short story The Waltz. American humour is
now regularly encountered on this side of
the Atlantic. There is not a TV comedy, 
or wise-cracking stand-up comedian that
doesn’t owe something to the American
style of humour.

But humour is not international, it is
often parochial, and no writer has yet
conceived a joke that reduces the entire
world to unrepressed hilarity. One man’s
hearty laugh is another man’s feeble smile.
But one can detect humorous trends, and
one needs to look beyond the professional
comic writer. Included in this anthology are
the jokes of the man in the street collected
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in riddle-books, joke and jest-books from
Saxon times to our own, and published in
endless editions, a testament that on the
popular level at least, someone got it right.
This gives us a strong notion of what
collectively tickled our forefathers’ tastes. 

We sense the Saxons liked enigmatic
double-entendre – something to think
about and puzzle over on those long winter
nights in the 10th century. The medieval
man liked a touch of coarseness in his comic
diet, with a liberal sprinkling of four letter
words. Shakespeare’s fellows enjoyed seeing
folly exposed with a homely moral attached.
After the Civil War, when the monarchy was
restored, relief from strife and the
establishing of a degree of stability meant,
for a century and a half, that oral humour
was both bawdy and political. The
Victorians found escape from the strictures 
of their society, through indulging in sheer

nonsense and excruciating puns.
Today anything goes. However, it is not

difficult to see in these jest-books, that
jokes as old as the hills have a way of being
recycled again and again, from generation
to generation. So perhaps in the final
analysis our sense of humour and those of
our ancestors do have more in common
than we like to think. After all, it may be
that, like plots for novels, there are only five
jokes in the world. If so, I hope that every
example will be found many times over in
this selection. Here, I aim to reflect the
buffoonery, wit, satire and nonsense 
of the comic writers, both famous and
anonymous, of the last thousand years who
always (at least in my book) can guarantee –
a good laugh!

Notes by David Timson
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Laughter is unique to man. This delightful anthology presents some of
the funniest extracts in English literature. It opens with Anglo-Saxon
riddles – ‘they couldn’t keep themselves warm on a diet of Beowulf’ –
and continues with medieval memories, Tudor comic turns and
Restoration buffoonery. The rise of the novel in the 18th century
brought classic humour from Swift, Sterne and Smollett, the mantle
then passing to Charles Dickens in the 19th. Included here are rarities
from the antiquarian’s cupboard. Children’s literature produced
unforgettable images from Wind in the Willows and Alice in
Wonderland, while in the first half of the 20th century emerged
unforgettable comic writers as diverse as Dorothy Parker and P.G.
Wodehouse. Entertaining from start to finish.
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