Types of Comedy

Comedy: An amusing and entertaining drama. Comedy is often contrasted with tragedy, not only because it ends happily and presents “lighter side” of life but also because it generally represents the experiences of ordinary people in common or vernacular language, whereas tragedy has traditionally depicted noble characters in a loftier literary style. Humor (or wit) is the essential element of any comedy. Comic effect may be subtle or coarse: it is typically achieved through some incongruity, whether physical, verbal, or conceptual (such as when a character is exaggerating what he has done or would be able to do if a given situation arose). Although comedies aim to evoke laughter, they may also have a serious purpose.

Comedy of Humors (comedy of humours):  A type of satiric comedy, developed in the late sixteenth century by the playwrights Ben Jonson and George Chapman, that present characters with personality types that lead them to behave in a ridiculous manner.  The word humor in the phrase comedy of humors does not refer to humor as we understand it today.  Rather the comedy of humors is based on a theory of human behavior, current during Middle Ages and Renaissance, that held that personality was determined by the relative amount of each of the four fluids, or humours, in the body:  blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile.  As long as the humours were in balance, the individual supposedly exhibited a perfect temperament and no illness, but an imbalance affected the behavior of the individual in a very specific way.  That is, an exces of blood produced a sanguine (happy) personality, phlegm a phlegmatic (cowardly, passive) personality, yellow bile a choleric (argumentative, stubborn) personality, and black bile a bilious (melancholy) one.  The comedy ofhumors is closely related to the comedy of manners and influenced Restoration Comedy.
Comedy of Manners: A satiric form of comedy, most often associated with Restoration drama, that usually takes the artificial and sophisticated habits and doings of (generally aristocratic or high) society as its general setting and love (usually amorous intrigues of some sort) as its specific subject.  The comedy of manners frequently satirizes stock characters who somehow fail to conform to the conventions of polite society.  The subgenre is noted for witty repartee and a certain cynicism with regard to affairs of the heart. The perceived moral shortcomings of these plays eventually caused a backlash and a consequent upsurge in the number of sentimental comedies—relatively upbeat works that were deemed more wholesome by audiences tired of Restoration excesses.  During the subsequent Neoclassical Period, however, the comedy of manners was revivied; it later had an influence on nineteenth-century novels such as Jane Austen’s Emma (1815). 

What is the difference between the comedy of humors and the comedy of manners?

The line of demarcation between the comedy of manners and the comedy of humors is none too clear. It consists partly in a difference in stagecraft rather than a difference of outlook, in a greater vivacity of rendering rather than a variation in profundity. Restoration comedy was much lighter in the handling of personalities, altogether more deft, than the comedy of humors. The moral did not have to be driven home with bludgeon blows, and the temper of a man could be appreciated without depicting the excesses of a Volpone or the madness of a Sir Giles Overreach. 

It attacked the unsocial from another angle. Whereas the comedy of humors searched out and displayed the hidden recesses of human passions and desires, the comedy of manners showed that these passions and desires were by no means confined in hidden recesses, but might be encountered daily. Morose, set in an almost imaginary town, became Manly who was supposed to walk about the London everybody knew. The audience, instead of being asked to recognize something of themselves in the characters they saw upon the stage, were invited to laugh at their acquaintance. Finally, the comedy of humors was only more profound in that it appealed to some supposedly absolute standard of morality, while the comedy of manners took for its norm that of the honnête homme of the time. 

Satire:  A literary genre that uses irony, with and sometimes sarcasm to expose humanity’s vices and foibles, giving impetus to change or reform through ridicule.  The satirist reduces the vaunted worth of someone or something to its real—and decidedly lower—worth.  Although satire uses comic elements, if differs from comedy in that pure comedy primarily seeks to entertain and amuse.  Satire may generate laughter but essentially has a moral purpose.  It is typically directed at correctable instances of folly or immorality in humanity or human institutions.  Its goal is not to abuse so much as to provoke a response, ideally some kind of reform.  This satire would not be directed at characteristics individuals cannot change (such as physical deformities).

Satire falls into two major categories—direct and indirect.  Direct satire uses a first-person narrator who either directly addresses the reader or another character in the work, called the adversaries.  Horatian and Juvenalian satire are types of direct satire.  In indirect satire, of Menippean satire is the most common form, satiric effect is achieved not through direct condemnation but rather through modes of presentation and representation.  For instance, authors may make their points through exaggeration and non-sequitur.  Furthermore, satire is often as pointed in what it doesn’t say as in what it does.

Satire was the favored classical genre, and neoclassicists, attempting to reassert classical traditions, produced some of the most famous effective satires in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  Satire persists today, particularly in works (including films) whose subjects are political figures, situations, or institutions.  Examples:  Petronius’s Satyricon (c. 50 A.D.), Rabelais Pantagruel (1533),  Moliere’s Tartuffe (1667), Voltaire’s Candide (1759), and Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”  (1729) are all famous satiric works.  Anthony Burgess’ A Clockwork Orange  (1962), in which Alex, the nasty adolescent protagonist of the novel, is “reconditioned” into a “model citizen” through the “Lucovico Technique”I of behavior-modification therapy, is satiric dystopia written against modern violence, police tactics, prisons, politicians, and psychologists.  Other twentieth-century literary satirists include Evelyn Waugh, Geroge Orwell, Kingsley Amis, and David Lodge. Examples of twentieth century cinematic satire include Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936), Paddy Chayefsky’s The Hospital (1971), Sidney Lumet’s Network (1976), and Tim Robbins’s political satire Bob Roberts (1992), which in the words of Time magazine is a “pseudo-documentary account of a 1990 Pennsylvania senatorial race” that “pits a right wing, folk-singing Yuppie touting ‘family values’ against an aging liberal incumbent who tries to talk abut the issues while fending off rumors of a sexual liaison with a teenage girl. 

Sarcasm: Intentional derision, generally directed at another person and intended to hurt. The term comes from a Greek word meaning “to tear flesh like dogs” and signifies a cutting remark. Sarcasm usually involves obvious, even exaggerated verbal irony achieving its effect by jeeringly stating the opposite of what is meant (for instance, false praise) so as to heighten the insult.

Wit: derived from the Old English witan, meaning “to know,” a term whose meaning has changed several times over the centuries. In the late Meddle Ages, wit referred to intellect and intelligence as opposed to knowledge. During the Renaissance, it came to signify wisdom. In the seventeenth century, when It began to suggest creativity or fancy, the term was frequently associated with a group we now call the metaphysical poets, writers prized for the originality and agility of their poetic expressions. In the eighteenth century, the Neoclassical Period, a reaction against this definition set in, and wit came to be associated not with ingenious twists and turns of fancy but rather with judgment, reason, and the ability to articulate commonly held truths in an original and persuasive manner. Joseph Addison distinguished between true and false wit according to its focus; true wit, he claimed, revealed similarities between apparently unlike ideas, whereas false wit associated unlike words through such ornamental devices such as puns.


Today, the meaning of wit is closest to the seventeenth-century definition, although we are likely to associate the term with comedy and laughter in addition to creativity, Wit is now most commonly thought of as a clever expression —whether  aggressive or harmless, that is, with or with out derogatory intent toward someone or something in particular. We also tend to think of wit as being characterized by a mocking or paradoxical quality, evoking laughter through apt phrasing (epigrammatic writings are common vehicles for whit for instance). Even today, however, wit retains the medieval sense of intelligence, insofar as it is viewed as an intellectual form of humor.


Examples: Writers often cited for their wit include Aphra Behn, John Donne, Alexander Pope, Jane Austen, Oscar Wilde, George Bernard Shaw, and Dorothy Parker. Virginia Woolf’s description of James Joyce’s novel Ulysses (1922) as “The work of a queasy undergraduate scratching his pimples” is witty as is Nancy, Lady Astor’s famous statement: “I married beneath me. All women do.” The French novelist Colette wittily remarked that “Among all the forms of absurd courage, the courage of girls is outstanding. Otherwise there would be fewer marriages.” Flannery O’Connor, best known for her short stories, once said: “ Everywhere I go I’m asked if I think the university stifles writers. My opinion is that they don’t stifle enough of them. There’s many a bestseller that could have been prevented by a good teacher.”

