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W H E N  I make choice o f a Subjeft that has not 
been treated on by others, I throw together my 
Reflexions on it without any Order or Method, 

fo that they may appear rather in the Loofenefs and Free­
dom of an EflTay, than in the Regularity of a fet Difcourfe.
It is after this manner tliat I ftiall confider Laughter and 
Ridicule in my prefent Paper.

M A N  is the merriefl: Species o f the Creation, all 
above and below him are ferious. He fees things in a dif­
ferent Light from other Beings, and finds his Mirth 
arifing from Objetls that perhaps caufe fomcthing like 
Pity or Difpleafure in higher Natures. Laughter is in­
deed a very good Counterpoifc to the Spleen ; and it 
feems but reafonable that we fliould be capable of receiv- 
jng Joy from what is no real Good to us, fince we can 
receive G rief from what is no real Evil.

I have in my forty fevcnth Paper raifed a Speculation on 
the Notion of a modern Philofopher, who defcribes the 
firft Motive of Laughter to be a fecret Comparifon which 
we make between our felves, and the Perfons we laugh a t ; 
or, in other Words, that Satisfiiftion which we receive 
from the Opinion of fome Preeminence in our felves, 
when we fee the Abfurdities o f another, or when we re- 
fle£t on any paR Abfurdities o f our own. This feems to 
hold in moft Cafes, and we may obferve that the vainefl: 
Part of Mankind are the moft addifled to this Paffion.

I have read a Sermon of a Conventual in the Church of 
~Ro7ne, on thofeWords of the Wife Man, Ifaid o f Laughter, 
itism adi andof Mirth, ivhat does rVf Uponwhichhelaid 
it down as aPoint ofDoftrine, thatLaughterwas theEffeft of 
Original Sin,andthatyffl'<r»» couldnotlaugh before the Fall.

L A U G H T E R ,  while it lafts, flackens and unbraces 
the Mind, weakens theFaculties, andcaufes a kind of Re- 
mifTnefsandDiiTolution in all the Powers o f the Soul: And 
thus far it may be looked upon as a Weaknefs in the 
Compofiticn of human Nature. But i f  we confider the
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frequent Reliefs we receive from it, and how often it 
breaks the Gloom which is apt to deprefs the Mind and 
damp our Spirits with trannent unexpefted Gleams of 
Joy, one would take care not to grow too wife for fo 
great a Pleafure of Life.

T H E  Talent o f turning Men into Ridicule, and expo- 
fing to Laughter thofe oncconverfes with, is the Qualifi* 
cation of little ungenerous Tempers. A  young Man with 
this Cart o f Mind cuts himfelf off from all manner o f Im­
provement. Every one has his Flaws and Weakneffes; 
nay, the greateft Blemifhes are often found in the moll 
Ihining Charafters; but what an abfurd Thing is it to pafs 
over all the valuable Parts o f a Man, and fix our Attention 
on his Infirmities ? T o  obferve his Imperfeftions more 
than his Virtues ? and to make ufe o f him for the Sport 
o f  others, rather than for our own Improvement ?

W  E therefore very often find, that Perfons the moft 
accomplilhed in Ridicule arc thofe who are very Ihrewd 
at hitting a Blot, without exerting any thing mafterly in 
therafelves. As there are many eminent Criticks who ne­
ver writ a good Line, there are many admirable Buffoons 
that animadvert upon every fingle Defedt in another, 
without ever difeovering the leaft Beauty o f their own. By 
this Means, thefe unlucky little Wits often gain Reputati­
on in the Efteem of vulgar Minds, and raife themfelve* 
above Perfons o f much more laudable Characters.

I F the Talent o f Ridicule were employed to laugh 
Men out o f Vice and Folly, it might be o f fome Ufe 
to the W orld; but irfftead of this, we find that it is ge­
nerally made ufe o f to laugh Men out o f Virtue and good 
Senfe, by attacking every thing that is folemn and ferious, 
decent and praife-worthy in human Life.

W  E may obferve, that in the firll Ages o f the W orld, 
when the great Souls and Mailer-pieces of human N a­
ture were produced. Men fliined by a noble Simplicity 
o f Behaviour, and were Strangers to thofe little Em- 
bellilhments which are fo fafhionable in our prefent 
Converfation. And it is very remarkable, that notvvith- 
ftanding we fall fliort at prefent o f the Ancients in 
Poetry, Painting, Oratory, Hillory, Architedlure, and 
all the noble Arts and Sciences which depend jnore upon 
Genius than Experience, we exceed them as much in 
'  • '  Poggerel,
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Doggerel, Humour, Burlefque, nnd all the trivial Arts 
of Rmicu’e. W e meet with more Rallery among the Mo­
derns, but more good Senfe among the Ancients.

T H E  two great Branches o f Ridicule in W riting are 
Comedy and Burlefque. The firll ridicules Perfons by 
drawing them in their proper Charafters, the other by 
drawing them quite unlike themfelves. Burlefque is there­
fore o f ̂ o  Kinds; the firft reprefents mean Perfons in the 
Accoutrements of Heroes, the other defcribes great Perfons 
adling and fpeaking like the bafeft among the People. Don 
f i x a t e  is an Inftance o f the firft, and Lucian's Gods o f 
the fccond. It is a Difpute among the Criticks, whether 
Burlefque Poetry runs beft in Heroick Verfe, like that of 
the Difpenfary ; or in Doggerel, like that o f Hudihras. I  
think where the low Charafter is to be raifed, the Heroick 
is the proper Meafure ; but when an Hero is to be pulled 
down and degraded, it is done beft in Doggerel.

I F Hudihras had been fet out with as much W it and 
Humour in Heroick Verfe as he is in Doggerel,he would 
have made a much more agreeable Figure than he does ; 
though the generality o f his Readers are fo wonderfully 
pleafcd with the double Rhimes, that I do not expeft 
many will be of my Opinion in this Particular.

I (hall conclude this Elfay upon Laughter with obferving, 
that the Metaphor of Laughing, applied to Fields and Mea­
dows when they are in Flower, or to Trees when they are 
in BlolTom runs, through all Languages j which I have 
not obferved o f any other Metaphor, excepting that o f Fire 
and Burning when they are applied to Love. This llicws 
that w'e naturally regard Laughter, as what is in it felf both 
amiable and beautiful. For this Reafonlikewife Venus]M.s 
gainedtheTitleof<t>;\o/x«/ii?,theLaughter-lovingDame, , 
ps Waller has tranflated it, and is reprefented by Horace as 
the Goddefs whodelights in Laughter. Milton, in ajoyous 
Allembly o f imaginary Perfons, has given us a very Poeti­
cal Figure o f Laughter. His whole Band of Mirth is fo 
finely deferibed, that I (hall fet down the Palfage at length. 

But come thou Goddefs fa ir  andfree.
In Heanien ycleap'd  Euphrofync.
Mnd by Men, heart-eafing Mirth, .
Whom lowly Venus at a Birth  
W ith two Sifter Graces more 
‘lo  Ivy-crowtied Bacchus bore ;
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