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Analysts have had their go at humor, and | have
read some of this interpretative literature, but
without being greatly instructed. Humor can be
dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the
process and the innards are discouraging to any but
the pure scientific mind.

In a newsreel theater the other day | saw a pic-
ture of a man who had developed the soap bubble
to a higher point than it had ever before reached.
He had become the ace soap bubble blower of
America, had perfected the business of blowing
bubbles, refined it, doubled it, squared it, and had
even worked himself up into a convenient lather.
The effect was not pretty. Some of the bubbles
were too big to be beautiful, and the blower was
always jumping into them or out of them, or play-
ing some sort of unattractive trick with them. It
was, if anything, a rather repulsive sight. Humor
is a little like that: it wont stand much blowing up,
and it won’t stand much poking. It has a cer-
tain fragility, an evasiveness, which one had best
respect. Essentially, it is a complete mystery. A
human frame convulsed with laughter, and the
laughter becoming hysterical and uncontrollable, is
as far out of balanced as one shaken with the hic-
coughs or in the throes of a sneezing fit.

One of the things commonly said about humor-
ists is that they are really very sad people-clowns
with a breaking heart. There is some truth in it,
but it is badly stated. It would be more accurate,
| think, to say that there is a deep vein of melan-
choly running though everyone’s life and that the
humorist, perhaps more sensible of it than some
others, compensates for it actively and positively.
Humorists fatten on trouble. They have always
made through pay. They struggle along with a
good will and endure pain cheerfully, knowing
how ell it will serve them in the sweet by and by.

You find them wrestling with foreign languages,
fighting folding ironing boards and swollen drain-
pipes, suffering the terrible discomfort of tight
boots (or as Josh Billings! wittily called them,
“tite” boots). They put out their sorrows profit-
ably, in a form that is not quite fiction nor quite
fact either. Beneath the sparkling surface of these
dilemmas flows the strong tide of human woe.

Practically everyone is a manic-depressive? of
sorts, with his up moments and his down moments,
and your certainly don’t have to be a humorist to
taste the sadness of situation and mood But there
is often a rather fine line between laughing and
crying, and if a humorous piece of writing brings a
person to the point where his emotional responses
are untrustworthy and seem likely to break over
into the opposite realm, it is because humor, like
poetry, has an extra content. It plays close to the
big hot fire which is Truth, and sometimes the
reader feels the heat.

The world likes humor, but it treats it patroniz-
ingly. It decorates its serious artists with laurel,
and its wags® with Brussels sprouts. It feels that
if a thing is funny it can be presumed to be some-
thing less than great, because if it were truly great
it would be wholly serious. Writers know this,
and those who take their literary selves with great
seriousness are at considerable pains never to as-
sociate their name with anything funny or flippant
or nonsensical or “light.” They suspect it would
hurt their reputation, and they are right. Many a
poet writing today signs his real name to his serous
verse and a pseudonym to his comical verse, be-
ing unwilling to have the public discover him in
any but a pensive and heavy moment. It is a wise
precaution. (It is often a bad policy too.)

When | was reading over some of the parody
diaries of Franklin P. Adams,* | came across this
entry for April 28, 1926:

1 Josh Billings: Pseudonym of Henry Wheeler Shaw
(1818-1885), U.S. humorist.

2 manic-depressive; A person who alternates between
wildly excited and deeply despondent moods.

Swags: comical or humorous persons.

4Franklin P. Adams (1881-1960): U.S. journalist and
humorist.



Read H. Canby’s book, Better Writing, very
excellent. But when he says,” A sense of hu-
mor is worth gold to any writer,” | disagree
with him vehemently. For the writers who
amass the greatest gold have, it seems to
me, no sense of humor: and | think also that
if they had, it would be a terrible thing for
them, for it would paralyze them so that they
would not write at all. For in writing, emo-
tion is more to be treasured than a sense of
humor, and the two are often in conflict.

That is a sound observation. The conflict is
fundamental. There constantly exists, for a certain
sort of person of high emotional content, at work
creatively, the danger of coming to a point where
something cracks within himself or within the
paragraph under construction-cracks and turns into
a snicker. Here, then, is the very nub of the con-
flict: the careful form of art, and the careless shape
of life itself. What a man does with this uninvited
snicker (which may closely resemble a sob, at that)
decides his destiny. If he resists it, conceals it, de-
stroys it, he may keep his architectural scheme in-
tact and save his building, and the world will never
know. If he gives in to it, he becomes a humorist,
and the sharp brim of the fool’s cap leaves a mark
forever on his brow.



